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CHAPTER 1: 
Breaking and Entering 


Tt was a moonless winter night when a stealthy man in a long black trench coat 
inched through the aisles of a dark laboratory. He didn’t need much light since 
he knew the place well—he’d be able to tell by feel when he found what he was 
looking for. 

When he came upon a glass case, he thrust a metal pick into the lock and 
turned it. The lock clicked, and the man slid the door aside. 

A shrill alarm pierced the air, and the man cursed under his breath. He 
lunged for the contents, blindly grabbing what he could from inside and dashing 
for the door. He ran through the hallway and flew down the stairs, coattails 
flapping, all the way to the ground floor and into the night. 

The alarm was just as loud outside. The man heard sirens in the distance and 
fled down the sidewalk into the darkness. 

As he rounded the corner and ran under a streetlight, he glanced at the items 
he clutched. He grimaced, frustrated that he’d only managed to grab two of the 
devices he’d wanted: his own and one other. But the alarm on the glass case had 
been unexpected. There hadn’t been one in the past. Dr. Gray must be growing 
paranoid, he thought. 

He heard footsteps behind him, and his heart jumped into his throat. A figure 
in a sleek bodysuit came speeding toward him and lunged for his feet, managing 
to shred his pant leg with razor-sharp fingernails. The man tripped but kept 
going as a second figure appeared in front of him. It screeched and jumped up in 
the air like an acrobat, pushed off against a building, and landed on him. 

“Oof!” cried the man as he went down. He slammed his hand into the 
attacker’s face, then scrambled to his feet and stumbled onward, still clutching 
the precious items. 

With lungs burning, the man glanced over his shoulder as the sirens grew 
louder. The two figures gave chase again. The man ran full throttle through the 
shadows of the inner city and ducked down an alley. He ran toward a grouping 


of trash cans, breathing hard and trying not to make any noise. 

A woman stepped out of the shadows. The man slowed. He couldn’t speak. 

“I suppose you did that,” she muttered, indicating the sirens. 

The man nodded. “Sorry,” he gasped. He handed her one of the items and 
kept his own, and dashed away, not waiting to hear her reply. When he looked 
over his shoulder, he saw her climbing up a fire escape and disappearing over 
the edge of a roof. He could hear the footsteps of the two attackers in the 
distance. 

Soon the man came upon a lone vehicle parked alongside the curb. He 
wrenched the door open and got in, and sped off into the night. 


Thirty minutes later, the man pulled into a parking spot on the top level of the 
airport parking garage. He looked all around and expelled a relieved breath, then 
dabbed the sweat from his forehead and smoothed his hair. He checked the rips 
in his pant leg for blood and wiped his ankle clean. Satisfied, the man reached 
for his passport and overnight bag, and opened the car door. 

Tires squealed. An SUV skidded wildly into view. Three figures in full 
bodysuits, like the ones the man had escaped from earlier, burst out and rushed 
at him. Before he could yell for help or lock himself inside the car, the figures 
grabbed him and ripped the device from his hands. Then they bound his wrists, 
shoved a cloth in his mouth, and tossed him into the back of their SUV. A 
moment later, they were off. 


CHAPTER 2 
The Package 


Charlie Wilde let the front door slam behind her and shuffled listlessly to the 
living room for the last box. She gave a fleeting look around the empty house 
and sighed. The Wildes’ cats, Big Kitty and Fat Princess, warily circled and 
sniffed at two pet carriers on the floor. Their dog, Jessie, whined and paced 
anxiously at the window. “I feel you,” said Charlie. “Believe me.” 

Charlie’s younger brother, Andy, followed her in, carelessly dragging snow 
across the carpet. Without a word the kids lifted the box and carried it out of the 
house together. The door slammed again, and the children waited at the back of 
the moving truck for their mom to grab the box from them. 

All around, the noises of the city went on as if everything was normal: 
honking horns, waves of music from passing cars, and the occasional siren. But 
things were far from normal for Charlie. When her cell phone vibrated in her 
pocket, she balanced her end of the box with one hand and reached for it. 

It was a text message from Charlie’s best friend, Amari, consisting of two 
emojis: a sad face with a teardrop and a green moving truck. 

Charlie used her thumb to reply with a row of sobbing girl faces. 

Andy, who was ten, grew bored waiting for their mother and started 
smacking the heel of his boot into the ice on the driveway to see if he could 
make a hole. After one particularly hard kick, he accidentally dropped his end of 
the box. The lid slipped off, and a couple of coffee mugs spilled out onto the ice. 

Charlie sighed and lowered her end of the box to the ground. It had been a 
long, cold morning. Now that the house was empty and she’d said good-bye to 
her friends, she just wanted to get moving. 

A blue car slowly passed by, the driver peering out the window like she was 
searching for an address. The car kept going, and Charlie turned back to Andy, 
who was just standing there. “What are you waiting for? Pick up that stuff,” she 
said. “And quit messing around.” 

“You quit,” muttered Andy. He dropped to his haunches and pulled off his 


gloves. 

Charlie’s mom poked her head out from the moving truck. “Any more 
boxes?” 

Charlie frowned and stared stonily at the driveway. 

“This is the last one,” Andy said. He chucked the coffee mugs into the box 
and smashed down the lid. 

“Impressive,” Charlie said sarcastically. She helped him lift the box up to 
their mom, who put it on top of a stack and shoved a sleeping bag next to it to 
keep it in place. They could hear their dad grunting from inside the truck as he 
tightened the straps that would hold the fragile stuff in place for the seventeen- 
hundred-mile journey, taking them from the awesome city limits of Chicago to 
what Charlie called Absolutely Nowhere, Arizona. 

“Almost done,” their father called out. “Load up the warm bodies and we’re 
out of here.” 

“Okay, kids,” their mother said, “crate the cats and grab Jessie. We’ll put 
them in the car with me. You two ride in the moving truck with Dad.” She 
jumped out onto the driveway. “We’ll know soon enough how well this’ ll work 
—P]] spare you the meowing and the puking for the first few hours, at least,” 
she said with a wry smile. All three pets had been rescues with unknown pasts, 
but the animals had one thing in common: they hated riding in the car. Jessie got 
carsick if she moved around too much, and Big Kitty was especially skittish and 
had an earsplitting, banshee-like meowl whenever she wasn’t enjoying herself. 
Fat Princess chewed on things when she was anxious. 

Andy darted inside, and Mom gave Charlie’s shoulder a squeeze as she 
passed. Charlie pulled away. She could hardly believe this was it—their last 
moments in their beloved house. 

As Charlie lagged after them, she saw the blue car coming back this way just 
as slowly as before. She hesitated at the door to watch it. But a second later 
Andy began hollering from inside. The cats were clearly not cooperating. 
Charlie went to help. 

Ten minutes and several scratches later, the cats were successfully enclosed 
in their crates. Charlie and Andy each carried one out to the Subaru. While 
Charlie carefully loaded them into the backseat and secured them with seat belts, 
Andy opened the hatch for the dog. He unfolded the waterproof sheet they kept 
back there and spread it out in case of an unfortunate barfing incident. 

“PII get Jessie,” Charlie told him once the cats were loaded. As she jogged 
back to the house, she saw a small package propped up next to the door. “Where 


did this come from?” she murmured. She picked it up and looked around, but 
saw no one. 

“Ts this yours?” Charlie called to her dad, holding it up. 

Her father appeared at the back of the moving truck and started lowering the 
roll-up door. “I don’t know,” he said, hopping out and continuing to pull it 
downward, “but anything that doesn’t make it in here in the next two seconds 
has to ride on your lap for three days.” 

“Eep!” Charlie tossed the package into the back of the truck, just making it. 

“First goal of the spring season,” her dad remarked as he slammed the door 
closed and latched it. “Nice shot.” 

“Yeah,” Charlie said, but it came out halfhearted. Her stomach hitched as 
everything about moving away suddenly became so immediate. The truck was 
loaded, the house empty. She’d never play soccer with Amari or her other 
friends again. 

At least I'll be able to play soon, Charlie thought. If there was one nice thing 
about having to move so far away, it was that her new school in Navarro 
Junction had a sixth-grade girls’ spring soccer team, and tryouts were next 
Thursday. But Charlie would give that up in a heartbeat if she could just stay in 
Chicago. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. 

“Have you got Jessie?” her dad asked, and started toward the driver’s door. 

“Pm getting her,” Charlie said, her eyes flying open again. She darted into 
the house, past her mother, who was grabbing snack bags from the kitchen 
counter. Charlie took Jessie by the leash and rested her hand on the dog’s head, 
trying to calm her. She looked around one last time, letting another sigh escape. 

“Charlie,” her mom called, the click of her boots echoing in the hallway as 
she walked toward the door. “We’re ready! Time to go.” 

Charlie felt a wave of anxiety, and tears sprang to her eyes. “Just give me a 
second to say good-bye to my house!” she yelled back with more attitude than 
she probably should have had. But she couldn’t help it. Didn’t her mother 
understand what she was doing to her? Charlie had lived in this house since the 
day her parents brought her home from the hospital. Her whole life was here. 
And now everything was falling apart. 


CHAPTER 3 
Starting Over 


"The Wildes rolled into Navarro Junction on Friday afternoon, just in time to get 
a quick tour of Andy’s and Charlie’s schools. When they moved into their new 
house on Saturday, they got everything unloaded into the garage and their beds 
and desks set up, and that was about all they could manage before they 
collapsed. 

On Sunday Charlie stood in the garage and stared at the stacks and stacks of 
boxes that still needed unpacking. She wondered idly where her soccer stuff was, 
but looking for it seemed like an overwhelming task. Besides, her thoughts were 
consumed with having to start school in this strange place. It made her stomach 
hurt to think about it. 

She turned away from the mess and instead took in the neighborhood. All the 
homes had stucco siding and ceramic-tiled roofs, which reminded her of 
gingerbread houses. 

The street was quiet, and there was no one outside that she could see. She 
went to the screen door and called inside, “I’m going for a walk!” 

“That’s great, honey!” came her mother’s overly cheerful reply. 

Charlie frowned at her mom’s enthusiasm—after all, it was her fault they 
had to move—and ventured down the driveway to the sidewalk. It was weird 
taking a stroll in such an unfamiliar place and thinking at the same time, This is 
where I live now. She slipped her hands into her hoodie’s pouch pocket and 
clutched her cell phone. It made her feel better, somehow, to know that Amari 
was just a text message away. Charlie took a photo of her house and sent it to 
her, then kept walking. 

It was quiet compared to her old neighborhood. There were no skyscrapers 
here, no honking horns or random sirens at all hours of the day and night. No 
businesspeople rushing down the sidewalk to work or to get in line at the coffee 
shop, or to catch the train like Charlie often did. That had been an adventure 
every day. Life was happening everywhere all the time at a breakneck pace, and 


a kid had to be quick to keep up. Of course Charlie had to be cautious when she 
was out alone in the city, but her parents had made her and Andy take self- 
defense and safety courses at the Y since they were little. And because her mom 
was an ER doctor, Charlie even knew CPR—you never knew when that could 
come in handy. By the age of twelve she’d been able to handle just about 
anything, but if she’d ever needed help, her stay-at-home dad had always been 
available by phone. 

Now, walking through her new neighborhood with its strange stone-covered 
yards, cacti, and flowers blooming in February, Charlie felt uneasy and unsure 
about what to do with herself. It was too calm here. If she were back home, she 
could meet up with her friends or take the “L” train somewhere exciting. But 
here there wasn’t much of anything going on—not that she knew of, anyway. 
Her mind returned to school and the quick tour they’d taken in and out of a 
jumble of small buildings. She began to worry about getting lost or finding a 
place to sit at lunch tomorrow. 

Charlie picked up her pace, always expecting to see tall buildings around the 
next curve in the road but never finding them. Navarro Junction was an hour’s 
drive from Phoenix, plopped down in a valley in the Sonoran Desert. There 
weren’t many trees, but mountains surrounded them. When their Realtor had 
handed Charlie’s parents the keys to their new house, he’d joked that the 
schoolkids always knew which way was home based on which mountain range 
they were looking at. 

Charlie hadn’t understood why it was funny. Didn’t kids here memorize 
street names? In Chicago, the president streets went east-west. If you got lost, 
you just walked until you hit one and figured out your way home from there. 

Charlie squinted against a sudden squall so she wouldn’t get dirt in her eyes 
and flipped her hood over her head. She jogged across the street and saw a tiny 
children’s play area between two houses, surrounded by stones. A couple of 
giant Saguaro cacti stood in one corner. Charlie knew what kind they were 
because, on the long drive, their father, a biologist, had talked about how 
different the plant and animal life would be in their new home. The saguaros 
were the tall ones often pictured in postcards of sunsets and cowboys and ghost 
towns, their prickly arms pointing out and up to the sky. Charlie looked at them, 
puzzled. Who would put something so prickly near a kids’ play area? It didn’t 
make sense. 

Charlie’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She stopped walking and pulled it 
out, smiling when she saw that Amari had sent a photo in return. Charlie looked 


closely and realized it was a photo of Charlie’s old house, with snow falling all 
around. “Bet you’re a lot warmer over there!” 

Charlie’s eyes teared up. Amari had gone out in the cold and snow to do that 
for her. She longed for her friend. 

“I miss you,” Charlie replied. “And snow.” 

“Seriously, don’t miss snow,” wrote Amari. “Totally overrated.” 

“Haha,” wrote Charlie, though she was far from laughing. There was so 
much she wanted to say to Amari about how different it was and how sad she 
felt, but trying to find the words was too painful. 

Instead she typed, “I should have given you my new snow boots.” There was 
definitely no need for the new boots Charlie had gotten for her birthday last fall. 
That was before Mom dropped the bomb about moving. 

“You'll need them when you visit,” replied Amari. “Or when you go skiing 
in the mountains! Lucky.” 

“T suppose,” Charlie wrote. 

“Are you moved in?” 

“Not really. Everything’s a mess. Big Kitty freaked out and hid behind the 
stove. She hasn’t come out yet.” 

“Oh no! She’ll feel better soon,” wrote Amari. “And she’ll come out when 
she gets hungry enough.” 

“Yeah, I hope so. Thanks.” 

There was a pause, and then Amari replied, “Hang in there!” with a brightly 
smiling emoji. 

Charlie’s eyes lingered on the screen, but she couldn’t think of anything to 
say to that. She tried to swallow the lump in her throat, and then she shoved the 
phone back into her pocket and continued walking, making a loop that she hoped 
would bring her back to her house. 

She passed a large grassy area, noting it would be a good place to kick a 
soccer ball around, and turned down her street. Charlie scanned the driveways 
looking for their Subaru, but she didn’t see it, and for a frantic moment Charlie 
couldn’t remember which house was hers. Why would anybody want houses to 
all look the same? 

Finally Charlie spotted the right house number. She headed up the driveway 
just as her dad pulled in and parked. 

“Help me with the groceries?” he asked, getting out. 

Charlie shrugged. “Sure.” 

Charlie’s father, Charles Wilde, was tall and lean and wore glasses, and she 


was named after him. Amari had once told him that he looked exactly like a 
scientist was supposed to look, which had made him laugh, though to Charlie he 
just looked like a dad. Technically he was a doctor, like Charlie’s mom, but he 
often joked that he was only the PhD kind, which didn’t count for squat most of 
the time. And he hadn’t actually worked as a scientist in years, so it was a little 
weird for Charlie to think of him as one. That was about to change, too. 

They brought everything inside and began putting things away in the empty 
refrigerator and pantry. Charlie’s mother flew past them, car keys jangling. “I’m 
running into work for a couple of hours,” she said, her face lit up. “They’ve got 
paperwork for me, and one of the doctors called in sick, so I guess I’m jumping 
right into the fray.” She grinned. “I don’t know when I?ll be home—don’t hold 
dinner.” 

“Good luck!” said Charlie’s dad, swooping in to give her a kiss before she 
rushed off. 

Charlie didn’t say anything. Soon they heard the car pulling out of the 
driveway. 

“T thought she wasn’t starting until tomorrow,” said Charlie. 

“Yeah, me too,” said her father. “But we knew it would be a little hectic once 
we got here.” 

Charlie looked around for a bowl to put some fresh lemons and limes in, but 
there wasn’t one. She lined them up in a row on the counter instead. 

“So,” Charlie’s dad said, putting milk in the refrigerator, “did you take a 
walk around the neighborhood?” 

“Yep,” said Charlie. 

“What did you think?” 

Charlie rolled her eyes at the pantry shelves. “Boring.” 

Charlie’s dad stopped what he was doing and came over to the pantry 
doorway. He studied his daughter. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Talk about how boring it is?” Charlie said with an edge to her voice. “No 
thanks.” 

Her father pressed his lips together, and Charlie knew she’d gone too far, but 
she couldn’t help it. She didn’t want to be here. Final answer. 

“Look,” said Dad, “I know this is hard on you. But Mom had a great 
opportunity, and we just couldn’t—” 

“Just couldn’t pass it up,” said Charlie. “I know.” She’d heard that line a 
thousand times. “But that doesn’t make me happy about it.” She brought some 
items to the pantry and pushed them around on the shelves, trying to make it 


look like what they’d had back home in Chicago. Her eyes stung. 

“Aw, kiddo.” He put his hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “It'll get better. I 
promise.” 

Charlie doubted it. “Maybe for you and Mom. But not for me.” She pushed 
past her father and blindly unloaded the rest of the groceries onto the counter, 
opening cupboard doors and closing them again, feeling completely lost as to 
where to put things. Then she gathered up the empty bags, trying to figure out 
how to recycle them when they didn’t even have a recycling bin yet. She 
smashed them together into a big ball. “This house is so stupid,” she said 
bitterly. 

Dad glanced sharply at Charlie, then his face grew sympathetic. But it was 
clear Charlie needed to blow off steam. “Just put all the cupboard food in the 
pantry for now and the refrigerator stuff in the refrigerator. We’ll sort it out 
later.” 

“Fine,” said Charlie. 

Charlie’s father eased his way out of the kitchen so Charlie could bang 
around undisturbed. “TIl be in my study getting ready for tomorrow,” he said. 

When the groceries were all put away, Charlie fled to her room. 


As she lay on her bed, Charlie fumed. She was furious at her mother for making 
them move here. Dr. Diana Wilde had been offered an amazing job as head of 
the emergency room at the hospital in Navarro Junction. It was an opportunity 
she would’ve never had in Chicago—or so she repeated about fifty times a day 
to all their friends, neighbors, and relatives back home. The ER here was 
understaffed, and she’d be working a really crazy schedule, but the commute 
was only ten minutes—and she could even take the bus so they wouldn’t need to 
buy a second car. She was so pumped up about it that Charlie didn’t think she’d 
even noticed how unexcited her own daughter was about this “great” 
opportunity. 

And her father was messing things up, too. He accepted a position teaching 
biology at the nearby community college, filling in the rest of the school year for 
a professor who was taking a leave of absence. So he was excited to work 
outside the home again for the first time in a long time. Charlie felt like all her 
lifelines were being taken away at once. 

After a while of moping, Charlie heard Andy and her father talking, but she 
couldn’t make out the words. When curiosity got the best of her, she slid off the 
bed and found them in her father’s study. Dad was on the floor under his 


mahogany desk, setting up his computer. Andy was sitting on the desktop, 
plugging in the speakers. 

“If you’re teaching tomorrow,” Andy was saying, “who’s bringing us to 
school?” 

Charlie leaned against the doorframe, wondering the same thing. 

“My first class starts at nine. I’ll drop you off on my way. I’ve got time to go 
inside at both schools, so don’t sweat it.” 

“That’s okay,” said Charlie coolly. “I’m good.” 

Dr. Wilde looked up from under the desk. His hair had fallen forward. “All 
right, suit yourself.” 

“You’re going in with me,” said Andy. “I don’t know how to get anywhere.” 

“We took a tour,” said Charlie disdainfully. “How can you not remember?” 

“T wasn’t really paying attention. I was looking at the kids.” 

On Charlie’s tour she’d tried not to make eye contact with anybody—but 
they were all staring at her. “Well, no wonder, you goof.” But Charlie’s 
confidence faltered as she tried to remember exactly how her campus was laid 
out. Everything was muddled. 

Andy turned back to his dad. “Are you going to be home after school like 
always?” 

“These first few days I will—I’ll pick you both up from school until we get 
the hang of things. After that you’ll ride the bus home sometimes, and Charlie 
will be able to walk,” said Dr. Wilde. He disappeared under the desk again. “I’m 
teaching evening classes twice a week, so some days you might come home 
from school and be alone for a few hours, unless Mom is home. But you two are 
old enough to handle it.” 

“Home alone,” said Andy, nodding. “I like it.” 

Charlie crossed her arms in front of her, a look of consternation on her face. 
It felt wrong, her father going to work, especially when everything else was so 
unsettled. Who was going to be home to cook and keep their schedules 
organized .. . and go to their after-school events? “So I’m stuck babysitting?” 
she asked. 

“T don’t need a babysitter,” Andy said. “Besides, you might not be here much 
either if you make the soccer team. Pll take care of myself just fine.” He seemed 
very eager to do so. 

“Tt won’t be every day,” said their father. “And it’s only for three months. If 
I like teaching and it’s working for our family, I can try to stay on. And if I 
don’t, I can quit.” 


“Great,” Charlie said icily. “Can I say the same thing about living here?” 

Andy scowled at her. “Why are you being so annoying?” 

Charlie shrugged. “Clearly you wouldn’t understand what it’s like to have 
friends and a life back home.” 

“T already have one friend here,” Andy said smugly. “Met him this morning 
while you were still sleeping. He lives down the street and is letting me use his 
old longboard until we can unpack mine.” Andy turned back to his dad. “Your 
job sounds cool, Dad. I’ve always wanted to have the whole house to myself. 
Does my school end before Charlie’s? I hope so. Hey . . . what exactly is biology 
again?” 

Charlie sighed and went to her room. 


CHAPTER 4 
First Impressions 


Charlie’s school was in walking distance, but she wasn’t sure how to get there 
yet, so she definitely didn’t mind having her dad drive her, especially the first 
day. She was so nervous she hadn’t slept well or eaten much breakfast. As they 
rode along, she stared out the window, ignoring Andy, who chattered like a 
chipmunk in the backseat. 

Her dad stopped at her school first. When they pulled up to the drop-off spot 
by the big Summit Junior High School sign, Charlie’s hands began sweating. 
She wiped them on her jeans and picked up her backpack. 

Dr. Wilde leaned sideways so he could kiss her on the head like he’d done 
every day of her entire school career. Charlie stiffened and pretended not to see. 
She opened the door and put one foot onto the curb. “Bye.” 

Her dad blinked, then sat up straight, trying to hide the hurt look on his face. 
“Are you sure you don’t want me to go in with you?” 

“Yeah,” Charlie lied. She looked back at Andy. “Good luck, squirt face,” she 
said. “Don’t get in trouble on your first day.” 

Andy grinned and slapped the back of her seat. “Don’t be annoying on your 
first day.” 

Charlie managed a weak smile for his sake. He had to be at least a little 
nervous too. She got out of the car, then walked slowly to her doom. 

When she reached the school steps, she stopped and glanced over her 
shoulder. Her dad was still sitting there, waiting until she went inside. Charlie 
felt very alone. 

It’s not like she had to go in without him—but things were different now. 
She was twelve, not a baby, and this was junior high. Charlie had seen the 
campus, and she tried telling herself it was no big deal—her sixth-grade class in 
Chicago was bigger than this entire school. But now she wavered. This was 
harder than she’d expected it would be. Everybody else knew each other, and 
she was alone. Kids were looking at her. 


She expelled a heavy breath that sent her bangs fluttering in the cool air and 
tried to focus on something positive, like the upcoming tryouts for the soccer 
team. Amari, for one, was jealous that Navarro Junction had a spring team. Or at 
least she pretended to be, which was nice. 

But this place felt foreign. Half the kids were wearing shorts—in winter. And 
the layout of the school was really different from the four-story mammoth brick 
building on the corner of two busy streets back in Chicago. This campus was 
central to several quiet neighborhoods, and each of the small, separate school 
buildings housed a different subject of learning. So there was a building for 
math, science, language arts, and so on, as well as an auditorium and a library. 
And while there were outdoor walkways between, there were no huge maple or 
oak trees standing tall and uprooting the sidewalk like back home. The few trees 
lining the property here were scraggly and sparse and looked like they were 
trying to figure out how to grow leaves. 

Charlie held her head high, climbed the steps, and marched inside, wearing 
the fake face of confidence she’d often put on when dealing with something 
scary back in the city. “Let’s get this over with,” she said under her breath, and 
forged through the crowded hallway toward the office. 

The school looked new inside, and the walls were free of lockers. On their 
tour, Charlie had seen clusters of them outside, of all places, between buildings. 
Clearly students really didn’t have to worry about the weather here. When 
Charlie reached the office, she paused for a moment, then squared her shoulders 
and opened the door. 

A man sat behind a counter studying papers and scribbling on them with a 
green pen that had a fake sunflower attached to it. He wore a bright yellow 
button-down shirt, with a silver-and-leather bolo tie around his neck. He looked 
like he could be in a Western movie. Charlie slid her backpack off her shoulders. 
It thumped to the floor. 

“Good morning,” the man drawled in a deep voice. He looked up from the 
paper he was writing on. 

“Um, hi.” Charlie wasn’t sure what say. 

“What can I do for you, young lady?” 

“T’m— Hi,” she said again, flustered. “It’s my first day.” She shifted her feet. 
“Tm new,” she added, though she thought that was becoming pretty obvious by 
now. 

“Oh!” he exclaimed. “Of course. One second . . .” The man took off his 
glasses and put one of the stems between his teeth, then flitted through papers on 


the desk, looking for something. He dropped the drawl. “Ah yes. Welcome, new 
student. I am Mr. Anderson. And you are... C. It’s a C name, right? We’re 
expecting you, of course.” He grabbed a folder and looked at the sticker in the 
corner of it. “Charlotte... ? Isn’t it?” 

“Yes. Charlotte Wilde,” she said. “But I go by Charlie.” 

The eccentric man clasped his hands together. “Of course, Charlie—avoid 
the spider and pig jokes at all costs, hmm? I don’t blame you. We’re so glad to 
have you here at Summit. So you’re an actor?” 

Charlie blinked. “Um, what?” 

“You like to act? Or are you more of a backstage type? I noticed you’re 
enrolled in my theater class sixth period.” 

“Oh—uh, yes, I guess so.” Charlie was confused. The office receptionist was 
apparently also the theater teacher. She knew this school was a lot smaller than 
her old one, but this was ridiculous. She started to say that she’d only enrolled in 
theater class because she thought it would be easy and her mom figured it was a 
good way to make friends, but then she realized it would be better not to mention 
it. 

“Great!” Mr. Anderson said, energized. “I’ve already chosen a cast for the 
current musical—Bye Bye Birdie, my favorite!—so you’ll have to be assigned to 
stage crew. All right?” 

Charlie smiled weakly. “Sure.” 

“Lots of after-school opportunities as well,” he said. 

Charlie grew concerned. “But I might have soccer,” she said. 

“Don’t worry, it’s optional.” 

“Oh, okay,” said Charlie, relieved. 

“One moment,” Mr. Anderson went on. “I’m going to track down your guide 
for the day.” He rolled his chair sideways to the next station and grabbed the 
phone. 

Guide? thought Charlie. She didn’t know what he was talking about. 

When he hung up, he rolled his chair back to his original spot. “Kelly Parker 
will be right here—you’ll love her. She has your identical schedule, so she’ll 
take you around today and have lunch with you and all that jazz.” 

Charlie let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Okay. That’s 
—that’s cool.” It was a relief to know she’d have someone to help her. 
Everything was so much easier when you had friends. Maybe Kelly would be 
one. 

While she waited, a couple of kids trickled into the office to drop off notes 


and pick up papers from Mr. Anderson. He spoke to all of them in his slightly 
strange manner, but they seemed to like him. He called some of them “minions.” 
Charlie decided it was probably because he couldn’t remember their names. 
Adults did stuff like that a lot. 

When they left, Mr. Anderson smiled sympathetically at Charlie and leaned 
across the desk. “You know,” he said in a normal, quieter voice, “there’s only 
one thing worse than moving halfway across the country and starting at a new 
school, and that’s moving halfway across the country and starting at a new 
school in the middle of the school year.” 

Charlie dropped her gaze. “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up,” she said. She 
wanted to say it stank, but she didn’t think that would be polite. 

“Give us a fair shake, though. I think yov’ll like it here. A new adventure at 
every turn.” 

Charlie wasn’t sure what that meant, but she nodded anyway. “Yes, sir.” 

He studied her folder, slid some papers into it, and handed it to her. “Here 
you go. Inside you’ll find your schedule and a map that shows you where your 
classes are in case you get separated from Kelly. And I’ve circled the location of 
your locker, right outside this building in the covered walkway. Did you bring a 
padlock, or do you need to rent one from the school?” 

Charlie took the folder. “I brought a lock. Thanks.” 

“Excellent,” Mr. Anderson said. “Pll see you in class. We’ll be doing some 
set building after school later this week and next week over lunchtime if you’d 
like to help. Lots of kids chip in. It’s not required, but I’m warning you, it’s 
fun.” His eyes twinkled. 

“PII ask my parents.” 

Mr. Anderson’s gaze tracked to the door behind Charlie as it opened. “Ah, 
good,” he said. “Here she is.” 

Charlie turned. In walked a pretty, athletic-looking girl, a little taller than 
Charlie. Her blond hair was loosely woven into a French braid around her head. 
It kind of looked like a crown. 

“Kelly,” Mr. Anderson said, “this is Charlie Wilde. She’s going to tag along 
with you today to get the lay of the land.” 

Kelly gave Charlie a scrutinizing look. “Hi there,” she said. She had a sunny 
smile on her face, so bright it almost seemed fake. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m 
glad I get to keep an eye on you today.” 

“Me too,” Charlie replied tentatively. “Thanks for showing me around.” She 
wasn’t sure what to think about Kelly’s odd smile. Maybe that’s just how she 


looks, Charlie thought. She cast a fleeting glance at Mr. Anderson, but he’d put 
on his glasses and dived into his pile of papers again. So she picked up her 
backpack and offered Kelly a guarded smile. “Lead the way, I guess,” she said. 

“Sure. Follow me.” Kelly pushed the door open with her shoulder and went 
out into the hallway. “Sooo. Charlie, huh?” 

Charlie took long strides behind her to catch up. She wasn’t really worried 
about losing sight of Kelly’s crown head in the crowd, but she didn’t want to 
take any chances. “Yeah. It’s short for Charlotte. Named after my dad, Charles.” 
It was an automatic answer. 

“Named after your dad? That’s weird. Did your parents want a boy or 
something?” 

Charlie blinked. “Um, yeah,” she said, a sinking feeling coming over her. 
“That’s exactly it.” It was going to be a very long day. 


CHAPTER 5 
A Very Long Day 


Charlie followed Kelly from building to building making small talk, a smile 
stuck on her face. She knew it was important to make a good impression with the 
students and teachers, but inside she was dying a little. She wasn’t sure how to 
act with these kids who all knew each other and had one thing in common: they 
didn’t know her. 

Her face hurt from smiling. And from repeating phrases like “Short for 
Charlotte. Named after my dad, not the spider. No, his name is Charles. Yes, it 
was a great book. No, I don’t mind that Charlotte dies. It’s integral to the story.” 
That last line tended to stop the kids’ questions about her name, probably 
because they didn’t know what integral meant. 

Kelly was nice to everyone—to their faces, at least. Between classes Kelly 
breezed through the hallways and across the courtyard, speaking cheerily to the 
students who seemed to go out of their way to say hi to her. But in between 
pleasantries Kelly kept a running commentary in a low voice to Charlie, 
explaining who people were and what she liked—or didn’t like—about them. 

“Hey, Kel,” said a plain-looking girl in a brown dress. 

“Oh, hi, Carmelita,” exclaimed Kelly. “Great job finding those stage props.” 

“Thanks! I got them at a garage sale,” said Carmelita, beaming. 

Kelly gave her the thumbs-up as she whisked away and muttered, “That’s 
probably where she got her clothes, too.” 

Charlie frowned. “You never know what you can find,” she said lightly. 

Kelly turned to her. “Really?” she asked. 

“Well, yeah,” said Charlie as she followed Kelly into another building and 
down a hallway to the next classroom. “I mean, I’m guessing that when your 
family has a garage sale, people think they’ve come across some pretty nice 
stuff.” 

Kelly knit her brow. “My family doesn’t do garage sales,” she said, like it 
was beneath her. “We donate.” 


“Oh,” Charlie said. “Thats . . . really interesting.” She wasn’t sure she 
wanted to keep discussing it. She was relieved when the teacher walked in so she 
could report to him and get her seat assignment. 

At lunch students waved at Kelly from the back table in the cafeteria and 
moved to make room for her and Charlie. Kelly introduced Charlie all around, 
and Charlie felt a little uneasy until she discovered that she didn’t have to talk so 
much within this group of chatty students. It gave her a chance to eat her lunch, 
and she was starving after her light breakfast. Once Kelly got up to leave, with 
Charlie following, the commentary returned. 

“Did you notice the girl who sat across from me?” Kelly said in a hushed 
voice on their way to drop off their lunch trays. “Her brother got arrested last 
year.” She whispered the last word. “Shoplifting.” 

Charlie cringed. She didn’t want to know that. But she also didn’t want to 
alienate Kelly by telling her to stop—she was stuck with her for the rest of the 
day. Charlie had known people like Kelly at her old school, and she’d steered 
clear. But she couldn’t do that now. Kelly was all she had. 

With a sinking feeling she started to realize that if Kelly gossiped about other 
people to her, a complete stranger, she would probably do the same about 
Charlie. That made Charlie want to be very careful about how she acted. Yet 
Kelly continued to be outwardly charming to almost everyone, and they all 
seemed to like her. Maybe they were all too scared to act any other way. 

“So who’s your best friend?” Charlie asked, thinking the best way to get 
through the rest of the day was to be the one asking the questions. “Was she 
there at lunch?” 

Kelly’s face clouded. “Oh, you know,” she said. “I think having a best friend 
is kind of babyish, really. Don’t you?” She waved to a group of boys walking 
down the hall the other way, and they all waved or lifted their heads or smiled in 
acknowledgment. 

“Hmm.” Charlie nodded thoughtfully, but totally disagreed. Having Amari as 
a best friend was not babyish at all. Maybe Kelly thought that way because she 
didn’t have one. 

On their way to sixth period, Kelly kept on with her cheery, outgoing 
personality, while never failing to follow up with casual, sometimes biting 
remarks about people once they were out of earshot. Charlie was growing tired 
of it. She almost stopped Kelly several times, but then remembered that if she 
did something to make Kelly mad, Kelly might just tell the whole school behind 
her back—and that was just not something Charlie needed to happen on her first 


day. Charlie began to dread the time between classes almost as much as she 
dreaded facing another period where she had no idea what was going on. The 
entire day was overwhelming. 

As Kelly and Charlie walked through the sunny courtyard to the auditorium 
for sixth-period theater class, a girl with black hair and an athletic build waved. 
“Three days!” she belted out to Kelly. 

“Can’t wait,” said Kelly, with a genuine smile this time. Charlie looked on 
curiously. 

“Hiya, Charlie,” the black-haired girl said. “I’m Maria Torres. I’m in your 
first and second periods, though I’m sure you wouldn’t remember me.” She 
flashed an infectious grin. 

Charlie felt herself smiling back. “At this point I can’t even remember what 
my first- and second-period classes are,” she said. 

“Math and science,” Maria said with a laugh, and continued walking. “See 
you around!” she called, and waved at the girls. 

Charlie waited cautiously to see what negative thing Kelly would say about 
Maria, but the girl was silent. 

“What’s happening in three days?” Charlie asked. 

“Soccer team tryouts,” said Kelly. 

“Oh, right!” said Charlie, growing excited. “You play soccer? Me too! I’m 
definitely going to be there.” 

“Yep,” said Kelly, who didn’t seem nearly as excited. She pushed through 
the door and narrowed her eyes at Charlie. “Are you any good?” 

Charlie was taken aback, and then she struggled over how to answer. If she 
said yes, would Kelly think she was bragging? If she said no. . . well, that would 
be silly. Charlie shrugged and tried to look mysterious. 

Kelly put on her plastic smile again as theater students surrounded her with 
questions and shoved fabric for costumes in her face. Soon she was swept away, 
leaving Charlie standing alone, trying like mad to figure out what Kelly’s deal 
was. But soon Mr. Anderson and his bright-yellow shirt beckoned her backstage 
and explained what the class was working on to prepare for the big show. He 
introduced her to Sara, the stage manager, and then assigned her to work with 
the student props manager, Carmelita, the girl Kelly had talked to in the hallway 
earlier. Carmelita kept Charlie on the move fetching things. 

At first Charlie didn’t know the difference between upstage and downstage, 
and she had stage right confused with stage left, so she wasn’t very useful. But 
Carmelita and the other crew members helped her out, and by the end of the 


class period she was feeling more confident. Despite her initial confusion, she 
really liked the unstructured atmosphere of theater class and the friendly 
students. The fact that there was no homework wasn’t bad either. 

Every now and then Charlie glanced at Kelly, who was fully in her element 
as one of the lead actors in this musical. She rehearsed scenes in the back of the 
auditorium with fellow actors who often asked her advice on how to deliver their 
lines. Charlie wondered what sort of mean things Kelly would say after class 
about them. 

When the bell rang, Charlie caught up with Kelly as usual. Walking to their 
last class, Kelly was preoccupied with texting, even though they weren’t 
supposed to be on their phones during school. They passed two teachers on their 
trek to the language arts building, but neither of them seemed to care. Maybe 
Kelly had special powers with teachers, too. 

“Is everything okay?” Charlie asked when Kelly stopped outside the 
classroom door to finish texting. 

“Ugh, parents,” said Kelly, not looking up. 

“Yeah, tell me about it,” agreed Charlie. “They’re the worst.” 

“For sure.” Kelly put away her phone and stared at Charlie for a long 
moment, as if she was going to say something more. But then the warning bell 
rang, and the look on her face went away. The two dashed into the room and 
separated, Kelly to her desk and Charlie to get her final seat assignment of the 
day. 

The teacher gave her a seat by the window. As Charlie stared outside at the 
tops of the barren tree branches, her mind wandered. She was exhausted from 
the new faces and questions. All day long, students and teachers had wanted to 
know why Charlie’s family had moved in the middle of the semester, and what 
kind of jobs her parents had, and how she liked it here. And she’d answered 
them all, over and over again, to be polite. Now the day was almost over, and 
Charlie couldn’t wait to call Amari and tell her about it. 

A wave of homesickness swept through her. She wondered how long it 
would take her to walk back to Chicago. 

“Charlie?” the language arts teacher said, interrupting her thoughts. 
“Something interesting going on out there?” 

Charlie whipped her head around to face the front, her cheeks growing warm 
“Sorry,” she said. “Just . . . doing a, um, a math problem in my head that I was 
stuck on in, um, in math class. Earlier, I mean,” she mumbled. She glanced 
across the room at Kelly for support, but Kelly was whispering something to the 


boy in front of her. The boy glanced sidelong at Charlie. 

Charlie shifted uncomfortably. Was Kelly talking about her now? She forced 
herself to face the whiteboard, where the teacher was pointing to a sentence and 
talking about direct objects, but her mind swam. 

Finally the bell rang at the end of the day, and Charlie couldn’t be more 
ready for it. Flustered and not sure what to say to Kelly, she decided a hasty 
thank-you would do. She smiled weakly and ran out of the language arts 
building, reoriented herself to the lockers, and then followed the masses to the 
pick-up area in the circle drive. She scanned the line of cars, looking for her dad. 

When she finally found him, she walked rapidly toward their car and 
climbed inside. 

“Let’s go,” she said, closing the door. 

Her dad pulled away from the curb. “How was it?” he asked, his voice 
guarded. It was like he already knew. 

Charlie clipped her seat belt together, then leaned her head against the 
headrest, closed her stinging eyes, and sighed, exhausted. “I want to go back to 
Chicago.” 


CHAPTER 6 
Figuring Things Out 


A fter school Charlie collapsed on her bed and called Amari. She told her about 
all the things that were strange and different and unsettling about her new 
school. And how Kelly had talked about her behind her back already. 

Amari was sympathetic. “I’m so sorry you got stuck with that gossipy tour 
guide,” she said. “She sounds kinda sneaky. Maybe you can avoid her.” 

“Td like to, but she’s in all my classes,” Charlie said glumly. “And she plays 
soccer, too.” 

“Tt figures,” said Amari. “Did anything good happen?” 

Charlie tried to pull herself out of her gloomy mood. “I guess theater class 
was all right.” 

“That’s great! Well, it’s a good start, at least. Right?” 

There was a tiny edge to Amari’s voice that puzzled Charlie at first, but then 
she realized Amari was probably getting tired of hearing her complain all the 
time. Charlie didn’t blame her. “Yeah, for sure,” she said sheepishly. 

Soon Amari had to go, and Charlie reluctantly turned to the piles of 
homework she had racked up throughout the day. Luckily all but one of her 
teachers had been lenient on due dates and said she could have extra time if she 
needed it. That was a relief, but with soccer coming up, Charlie wanted to get as 
much work out of the way as possible. Besides, what else was she going to do? 

Charlie’s mom came home from work and popped her head in right as 
Charlie was climbing into bed. “Hey, kiddo!” she said. She put her hand up to 
cover her yawn. “How was your first day? Everything go okay?” 

“T don’t want to talk about it,” said Charlie grumpily, ignoring the part of 
herself that did. She wanted to stay mad at her mom for making them move here. 

“Sounds pretty rough. Are you sure you don’t want to talk it through?” She 
entered the room and sat down on the edge of Charlie’s bed. 

“T already called Amari about everything, and I’m tired. Have you found my 
soccer stuff?” 


“Um... when do you need it again?” 

“Thursday.” 

“TIl look for it,” promised Charlie’s mom. “Want me to tuck you in?” 

Charlie frowned. Her parents rarely did that anymore. “No, that’s okay.” 

“Aw, come on,” said Mom. “These hands were made for it.” She wiggled her 
fingers. 

“T thought they were made for emergency surgery,” said Charlie drily. 

“That too,” agreed Mom. She straightened the comforter and gave Charlie a 
questioning look. 

“Oh, all right,” Charlie said reluctantly. It made her feel like a little kid, but 
she kind of loved it, too. 

Dr. Wilde smiled. She reached over Charlie to tuck the blankets in on the far 
side, then secured them on the near side, so she was nice and snug. It made her 
feel warm and safe. 

When her mom turned out the bedside lamp and kissed Charlie on the 
forehead and said “I love you, little bunny” like she always used to, Charlie 
balked. “Mom,” she said. “Enough.” 

Charlie’s mom laughed softly and hugged her through the blankets. “Okay. 
Good night. Tomorrow will be better.” 

“Night, Mom.” 

Mom got up and left the bedroom, closing the door softly behind her. Charlie 
stared into the darkness after her. 


The next day Charlie navigated her own way to first period. She got there early 
and found Kelly talking to Maria about soccer tryouts. She joined them. 

“Charlotte plays soccer, too,” Kelly said to Maria, raising an eyebrow. 

“Yep,” said Charlie. She wasn’t sure why Kelly was calling her Charlotte all 
of a sudden, but it was just one more thing that bothered her about Kelly. 

“That’s fantastic!” said Maria. “We’ll have fun at tryouts.” It looked like she 
really meant it. 

“Thanks,” said Charlie with a cautious smile. Maria seemed like a cool 
person. And Kelly didn’t have anything bad to say about her. That had to mean 
something, though Charlie wasn’t really sure what. 

Charlie made it through the morning on her own, though sometimes she 
naturally fell in step with Kelly since they were always going in the same 
direction. She joined Kelly for lunch again and sat quietly like she’d done the 
previous day, content to observe and try to find people who might be better 


friends for her. But the others at the table all seemed to have their own best 
friends already, which wasn’t surprising. Several of them politely asked Charlie 
a question or two, but then went back to conversations with their friends about 
horse shows or various clubs they belonged to, which Charlie wasn’t really into. 

Kelly was superpopular, and she reveled in attention, but she didn’t actually 
seem to have any close friends. Charlie was sure she was not going be one 
either. Halfway through lunch, she began to scout out the rest of the cafeteria to 
see where she might sit in the future, because she really didn’t see herself fitting 
in with these students. Just as she shoved the last of her food into her mouth, she 
spied Maria a few tables away, sitting with a boy who was constantly messing 
around on his phone while they talked a little now and then. And there were 
open seats at their table. Charlie smiled to herself. She’d look for Maria 
tomorrow. 


On Wednesday Charlie stopped shadowing Kelly and went to her classes on her 
own. She strode more confidently through the buildings and across the 
courtyard, saying hi to a few familiar-looking people now and then. At lunch she 
stopped short of Kelly’s table and went to the one where Maria was sitting 
across from the boy. 

“Hi, Maria,” said Charlie, eyeing the open chair next to her. 

“Hey, Charlie,” said Maria. “You want to sit?” 

“Sure,” Charlie replied, relieved. “That would be great.” She set down her 
tray, glanced at the boy, who was furiously typing on his phone, and sat in the 
chair next to Maria. 

Maria wore her hair in a ponytail. The corners of her mouth turned up 
naturally, which made her look like a very pleasant person even when she wasn’t 
smiling. But she was smiling now. “That’s Mac Barnes,” she said, pointing to 
the kid across from her. 

The boy, who had braces and an impeccably perfect squared-off Afro, leaned 
forward on one elbow and looked up. “Hey. How’s it going so far?” 

“Pretty good,” said Charlie. “You’re in my first class too, aren’t you? You sit 
near me.” 

“Yep,” he said. “One row over.” He went back to his phone. 

Maria butted in. “Are you excited for tryouts tomorrow?” 

Charlie perked up. “Yeah! But where do we go? My mom got an email about 
it when I signed up, but I forgot to ask her about that.” 

“Behind the school,” Mac said, still typing. “The field inside the track. The 


goalposts aren’t up yet, but they should be soon.” 

“Do you play too?” Charlie asked him, surprised. “I thought it was a girl’s 
team.” 

“No,” said Mac, glancing at her. “I just come to watch Maria once in a 
while.” 

“That’s really cool,” Charlie said with a grin, and then she looked slyly at 
Maria and back at Mac. “Are you two...” 

“No,” they both replied, a little hastily. 

“We’re just friends,” Maria told Charlie. “We’ve been friends since we were 
really little.” She frowned at Mac. “Anyway, for soccer we’ ll all go to the locker 
rooms to change first—just like for PE class.” 

“Cool. I know where that is.” 

“And be prepared—Coach Candy is tough, and she works us really hard. Our 
team was undefeated in the fall, so we want to keep up the perfect record.” 

“Okay,” said Charlie. A shadow of doubt entered her mind. Maybe tryouts 
would be tougher than she expected. 

Mac took a bite of his salad, then turned his attention to his cinnamon roll 
and started painstakingly picking the raisins off it. Charlie resumed eating and 
watched him curiously. 

Mac glanced up at her. “The raisins look like bugs,” he said. When he’d 
gotten them all, he shoved half of the roll into his mouth. “Arfopaws ow 
isgussee.” 

Charlie frowned. “Arfopaws? What?” She laughed. 

Maria rolled her eyes as Mac chewed. “He said arthropods are disgusting.” 

“What’s an ‘arthropod’ again?” asked Charlie. It sounded familiar. 

“Bugs, lobsters, junk like that,” said Maria dismissively. “It’s a word on our 
science vocab list this week.” 

“Ah, that’s where I saw it,” said Charlie. 

Mac swallowed. “I mostly just hate bugs.” 

“He’s terrified of them,” Maria said. 

Mac shrugged, unapologetic. “I like snakes, though. Go figure.” 

“T can’t stand snakes,” said Maria. She shuddered. “Give me a bug any day.” 
She hesitated. “I mean, don’t actually give me a bug... .” 

“T won’t,” Charlie said, laughing. 

Maria picked up her last bite of cinnamon roll and smashed it on top of 
Mac’s raisins, then shoved the whole sticky mass into her mouth. “’hanks!” she 
said, chewing. 


He wrinkled his nose and sighed. “I seriously hate raisins. They’re almost as 
bad as peas.” 

“Raisins are okay,” said Charlie, “but I agree, peas are disgusting.” 

“Right?” said Mac. “They’re literally the worst.” 

“They squeak between your teeth.” 

“I hate that.” Mac shuddered. “Peas are estúpida.” 

“Estupido,” Maria corrected. “Peas are masculine. Own the peas, Mr. Man.” 

“Whatever,” Mac muttered. He glanced around the cafeteria, then said 
abruptly, “I gotta go.” He stood up and shoved his chair under the table, and with 
a nod, he was off to return his tray and join a group of boys who were leaving 
the cafeteria. 

Maria frowned and licked the frosting off her fingers. If she was bothered by 
Mac’s brisk departure, she appeared to get over it quickly. “Anyway,” she said, 
“are you coming to practice after school?” 

Charlie looked confused. “What?” 

“Some of us are getting together to practice in the field after school today— 
didn’t Kelly invite you?” 

“Um, no,” said Charlie. Her face grew warm. 

“Oh,” said Maria. “Well, can you stay after school? It’ll only be for an hour 
or so.” 

“I—I don’t have my gear with me.” Charlie desperately wished someone had 
told her. “Maybe I can have my dad bring it,” she said automatically, like she’d 
always done back in Chicago. But then she remembered her dad had a job now, 
and neither parent was around to help her out. She’d have to run all the way 
home to get her stuff, then come all the way back. And, if her mom hadn’t, she’d 
have to find it all first. She chided herself for not looking for her gear before. 
“Actually, never mind,” she said, disappointed. “I can’t make it.” 

“No worries,” said Maria, standing up. “It’s not a big deal.” She smiled 
reassuringly and gathered her tray and utensils. 

Charlie wasn’t sure what to do. Was she invited to hang around with Maria? 
She hastily downed her milk as Maria started walking away. 

Maria looked over her shoulder. “You coming, Chuck?” she asked. 

Charlie grinned at the nickname and jumped to her feet. “On it.” 

Things were looking up. Now all Charlie had to do was make the soccer 
team. And from the way Maria spoke about it, it might not be easy. Tonight was 
definitely going to be a practice night, even if she had to practice solo. 


CHAPTER 7 
A Mysterious Gift 


“Mom!” Charlie yelled when she walked in the house after school. “Have you 
found my soccer stuff yet?” Jessie bounded over and jumped up to lick her face. 
Charlie pet the dog’s neck distractedly, then gently pushed her to the floor. 

Mom didn’t answer. Charlie set her empty water bottle on the kitchen 
counter next to a long to-do list, with very few items crossed off. Charlie noticed 
“find Charlie’s soccer stuff for Thurs” was penciled at the bottom in her mom’s 
handwriting. But it wasn’t crossed off. Charlie sighed and went upstairs to her 
room. Fat Princess was curled up and sleeping soundly on her bed. Big Kitty, 
who’d come out from behind the stove days ago, slunk down the hallway ready 
to jump at any noise. 

“Mom?” she called again. 

“She’s still at the hospital!” Andy hollered from his bedroom. “She called 
and said she had to stay late again.” 

“Tt figures,” muttered Charlie. She tossed her backpack on her bed and, 
remembering the science vocab she needed to brush up on, considered doing her 
homework. But she went down to the garage instead. 

Jessie followed her out the door, eager to nose around. Charlie flipped on the 
light, revealing stacks of boxes everywhere. They couldn’t even fit their car in 
there yet. The family was planning on tackling it all this weekend, since Mom 
and Dad were too busy with work to do anything else these days. But Charlie 
was nervous. She needed her stuff. She hadn’t kicked a ball around in months. 
Why had she waited until now to prepare for tryouts? 

She started pawing through boxes, looking inside them and closing them 
again. “Welp, I found the kitchen,” she said to nobody in particular. “Not that 
Mom and Dad have time to cook anything anymore.” She glanced up and 
scanned the garage. There had to be a better way to find what she needed. 

Andy appeared in the doorway. “What are you doing?” 

“T need my soccer gear. Tryouts tomorrow.” 


“Most of your stuff is in the back corner. Me and Dad separated the boxes 
when we unloaded the truck.” 

“Dad and I.” 

“No, it was Dad and me,” Andy said. “I should know. All your books were 
really heavy.” 

“T meant— Aw, forget it.” Charlie scratched her head and wove through the 
stacks to the back corner. “Thanks.” 

“T have a couple of friends coming over,” Andy said, “so if you see them, let 
them in.” 

Charlie scowled. Andy already had friends at the coming-over-to-the-house 
stage? Whatever. “Let them in yourself,” she said. 

“Okay, cranky butt. Sheesh.” Andy disappeared, and Jessie bounded into the 
house after him. 

Charlie started peeking inside boxes again. She and her mom had packed the 
soccer stuff all together with other sports equipment, she remembered. She 
Started moving things around, finding all her summer clothes, three crates of 
books, a container with FRAGILE written all over it that contained some of her 
electronics, and a big lightweight box of Halloween costumes. As she tossed the 
costume box onto another pile, a small package slipped to the floor at Charlie’s 
feet. 

She bent down and picked it up, then turned it over and saw her name, 
Charlie Wilde, and her old address. There was no return address and no stamp on 
it. Was this the package that she saw by the door when they were getting ready 
to leave the old house? 

“Hmm,” she said. She worked at the flap, trying to rip off the tape, and 
finally managed to get it started with her teeth. She tore it open the rest of the 
way and looked inside, then held her breath and carefully slid the contents onto 
the top of a box. Out came something encased in bubble wrap, and a folded 
piece of paper. Charlie unrolled the bubble wrap and pulled out a bracelet. 

“Sweet!” Charlie turned the bracelet over in her hand. It had a solid, silvery- 
metallic band with a small, square, black screen. Tiny buttons protruded from 
both sides. It kind of looked like one of those expensive health-monitoring 
bracelets that athletes wear. 





She pressed a button, and then another, but nothing happened. Probably 
needs a battery, she thought. The bracelet was cool but not flashy, and it might 
even make Charlie look like a more serious soccer player at tryouts tomorrow, 
which wouldn’t hurt. She turned it over again. It had a metal clasp with a release 
button. She pressed it. The clasp separated, but it immediately tried to stick 
together again, as if the two pieces were magnetic. “Ooh, cool,” she breathed. 

Charlie slipped the bracelet on her wrist, securing the clasp. It fit just a little 
bit loosely. If she wore it partway up her forearm, it was snug enough that it 
wouldn’t bounce around. 

“T bet the magnetic clasp is for balance or something scientific like that,” she 
mused, twisting her wrist this way and that, admiring it, then held her arm out. 
She liked the bracelet a lot, probably even more because it was so professional 
looking. It was the kind of thing Charlie’s soccer hero, Alex Morgan, would 
wear. Or Jessie Graff from American Ninja Warrior. She picked up the folded 
piece of paper and opened it. 

Charlie, it’s time. You know what to do. 

There was no signature. 

The handwriting kind of looked like Charlie’s grandma’s. 

Charlie’s grandma was sciency like Dad, so she might think a bracelet like 
this was interesting. But why would Grandma leave a gift on the doorstep like 
that without coming in or saying something? 

Maybe it was a going-away present from Amari and her other soccer friends 
in Chicago, and they tried to disguise their handwriting so she’d be surprised. 
Charlie pulled out her phone and texted Amari. “Did you leave a sports bracelet 
at my house as a gift?” She took a quick photo of it and sent that to Amari too. 

“Nope!” came the quick reply. “But I wish I had—that’s cool! Just pretend 
it’s from me, haha. Are you doing better?” 

“A little. I miss you, though.” 

“Me too,” Amari replied, with four rows of crying emojis. 

“T’ve got soccer tryouts tomorrow,” wrote Charlie. “Wish me luck!” 

“LUCK!!” replied Amari. “Don’t worry. You’re a superstar! You know what 
to do.” 

Charlie smiled forlornly. You know what to do. Amari had written the same 
words that were in the note. Maybe the mysterious gift was a sign that she’d do 
well. 

But not if she didn’t find her gear. Reluctantly she replied to Amari with a 


variety of hearts and put her phone away. It was almost easier to handle the 
loneliness when she didn’t talk to Amari. Then she could pretend her life in 
Chicago never really existed. 

Charlie turned back to the bracelet and examined it more closely, studying 
some etchings near the clasp. “Well, thank you very much, whoever you are,” 
Charlie said, and shoved the paper and bubble wrap back into the package. With 
the recycle bin already overflowing, she left it on top of a stack of boxes to take 
care of on the weekend. “That’s one emptied,” she said, looking over the piles of 
boxes filling the garage. She pulled her sleeve down over the bracelet in the 
chilly garage. “Only forty thousand more to go.” 

With renewed energy Charlie began her search once more, tossing boxes left 
and right with little effort, even the ones full of books. “And Andy said these 
were heavy,” she scoffed. “Weakling.” She made it all the way to the bottom of 
the second stack before she found what she was after. “Finally!” she exclaimed, 
tearing open the box. In her excitement, the flap ripped off in her hand as easy as 
a piece of paper. She tossed the hunk of cardboard aside and pulled out her 
favorite soccer ball, her shin guards, and the brand-new cleats her parents had 
bought right before the move because her old ones were too small. She didn’t 
have much time to break them in. 

With her gear in hand and the new bracelet on her arm, Charlie left the 
wreckage and went to the grassy area in the neighborhood to practice dribbling. 
She wished doubly hard now that Kelly had invited her to the after-school 
practice on the field, and wondered why she hadn’t. Maybe she’d forgotten. And 
maybe Kelly was just being Kelly. 

Charlie shook her head as she missed a shot in her imaginary goal, trying to 
get the negative thoughts out of her brain. She focused on the bracelet and 
reminded herself that she was an excellent player. And that she did know what to 
do. And even if she had butterflies inside, the bracelet made her look like a pro. 
“Okay,” she said under her breath. “Let’s do this.” 


“How’d today go?” Charlie’s dad asked the kids as they sat at the table to eat. 
His voice had taken on a hint of anxiety since the move. He loosened his necktie 
and rolled up his sleeves. “I told my students you were settling in.” 

“What?” moaned Charlie. She still wasn’t used to her dad having students, 
and now he was talking to them about her. “Please don’t do that.” 

“Where’s Mom?” asked Andy, eyeing the take-out pizza on the table. “She 
said she was going to be home for dinner.” It was the third pizza night they’d 


had since they’d gotten here. 

“She’s on the way,” their dad explained, “but said to start without her.” 

“Good. I’m starving,” Andy said. He grabbed a slice. “My day was great. 
Juan and Zach came over to play video games for a while.” 

“That’s cool,” Dad said. “How was school?” 

“Fine.” 

“And how about you, Charlie?” he asked cautiously. 

Charlie looked at her mom’s empty chair and sighed. “Feeling guilty again, 
Dad?” She reached for a slice. 

“No-o-o,” he said, making a face. 

“My day was okay,” she said. 

Dad’s face cleared. “Good! How are things with, um... Katie?” 

Charlie glanced at him. “Who? You mean Kelly?” 

“Sorry. Yes.” 

“She’s fine, I guess. I didn’t hang out with her much today.” 

“Oh.” He pressed his lips together and spread a napkin on his lap. “Have you 
found any other friends yet?” 

“Dad, please.” Charlie took a bite of her pizza and wrinkled her nose. The 
crust tasted like the desert itself. Arizona pizza makers could sure stand to learn 
a lesson from Lou Malnati’s or Connie’s. 

“Please what? I’m just wondering about your life.” 

Charlie chewed and swallowed, and gave her father a bored look. “Yeah, 
okay, I met a girl named Maria and her friend Mac. Maria plays soccer, too.” 

“Wonderful!” said her father. 

“Oh, and after school I found my soccer stuff, so you can cross that off the 
to-do list—I saw it on the counter.” 

“Great job handling that one on your own!” Dad exclaimed as Charlie’s 
mom came walking up the driveway from the bus stop. “And look, Mom’s 
home.” He paused, and his voice softened. “I’m very glad you found a friend, 
Charlie.” 

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, you make it sound like I’m in first 
grade, Dad.” They all looked up when they heard the door open, then Charlie 
continued. “You’d better not go around telling your students that you’re so glad 
your kid finally found a friend. That’s embarrassing.” 

“What’s embarrassing?” asked Mom, walking into the kitchen. 

“Dad is,” Andy piped up. “He needs to stop talking about us in class. It’s 
weird.” 


Charlie’s mom laughed. “You just aren’t used to your dad talking to anybody 
but you kids. But I talk about you all the time at the hospital—I always have. 
Back in Chicago, too. Just today I was telling the mom of a young patient about 
the awful diaper rash Andy had as a baby.” 

“Mom!” Charlie and Andy said together. Andy covered his face with his 
hands and fell dramatically back in his chair. Charlie shook her head. 

“What?” their mom asked innocently. She joined them at the table. “I only 
do it if it helps me connect with a patient. Besides, every baby has a diaper rash 
once in a while. Andy’s was just . . . exceptional.” She grabbed a slice of pizza 
and winked at her husband across the table. “Wasn’t it, honey?” 

“Mother, stop!” Charlie said. Andy pretended to faint off the chair. He 
crawled under the table. 

“Tt won first prize in the diaper rash contest,” Dad said, chuckling. 

Reluctantly Charlie laughed too. She had to admit, diaper rash was kind of 
funny—unless you’re the baby who has it. And when your mom is a doctor in 
the emergency room, you end up talking about embarrassing stuff like that a 
whole lot. 


CHAPTER 8 
Escape 


Far from Arizona, a scientist in a white coat entered a heavily guarded office 
across the hallway from his laboratory. “Good evening, soldiers,” he said to the 
black-suited figures inside. “You’ve had a busy week.” 

“Good evening, Dr. Gray,” said the two nearest him. 

The scientist’s gaze was drawn to the center of the office by his desk, where 
the burglar who’d broken into the facility sat. The man’s hands were tied behind 
his back and his ankles were bound. He had a gag in his mouth. 

“How’s my old friend Jack today?” asked Dr. Gray, walking over to him. He 
pulled the gag out, then stepped back and leaned against the desk. “Tired of the 
interrogation yet? Ready to talk, just the two of us?” He studied the man, a 
curious, almost sympathetic look on his face. “Soldiers, please give me a 
moment with Dr. Goldstein.” 

Without question they slipped out, leaving the two men alone. 

Dr. Jack Goldstein looked angry and unkempt. He had bruises on his face. 
“You can’t keep me here, Victor. People are going to notice I’ve gone missing.” 

Dr. Gray reached into his lab coat pocket and produced the prisoner’s 
passport. He pulled out a folded, unused plane ticket and waved it at Jack. 
“People think you’re in Peru doing research. Isn’t that right? They won’t miss 
you for quite some time.” 

“They’ll check in,” Jack said through gritted teeth. “How long are you going 
to hold me here? If you really think I’ve wronged you by trying to take back 
what’s rightfully mine, then have me arrested! If not, let me go.” He narrowed 
his eyes, glanced at the doors to make sure the soldiers were gone, and wriggled 
his wrists inside the rope. He’d been working at the knots since the soldiers had 
brought him to this room. His skin was covered in rope burns, and every 
movement was excruciating, but the knots were getting looser. 

The scientist frowned. “Not until you tell me what you did with the other 
device.” 


“T don’t have it.” 

“You keep saying that.” Dr. Gray shifted. “But we both know that’s not 
true.” 

“You’ve searched me. It’s obvious I don’t have it.” 

“Not on you.” Dr. Gray clucked his tongue. “You always were so literal.” He 
crossed his legs in front of him and then leaned forward and looked Jack in the 
eye. “Where is it?” 

Jack’s head fell back and he let out a deep, ragged sigh. “Victor.” 

Dr. Gray slammed his hand down on the desk. “Answer the question!” 

“Tsn’t it clear by now that I’m not going to tell you or any of your . . . your 
new ... soldiers? Or whatever they are.” Jack pretended to shift indignantly in 
his seat, tugging at the ropes at the same time. With searing pain, he managed to 
pull out one hand. A wave of hope coursed through him, but he knew he 
couldn’t let on. Now he just had to find a way to distract Dr. Gray. He kept his 
voice steady. “Why do you want it so badly anyway? It doesn’t work.” 

Dr. Gray scowled. 

“No, really. I mean it. Why? Are you on the verge of something? A 
breakthrough? Is that why you added the extra security?” Slowly, carefully, he 
slipped his other hand out of the rope and grabbed on to it so it wouldn’t fall to 
the floor and give him away. 

Dr. Gray stood up and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Look, Jack, I know 
what you’re doing.” 

Dr. Goldstein’s hands froze. “What am I doing?” 

“You’re changing the subject. And I need an answer from you. So PIl ask 
you one last time. Where. Is. My—” 

Jack jumped to his feet and threw the rope at Victor’s face. With his ankles 
still tied, he lunged at his former friend, knocking him down, and then struggled 
to yank his feet free, trying to hop over to the door at the same time. 

“Soldiers!” cried Dr. Gray. “Quickly!” 

Jack kicked his shoes off and forced his feet out of the ropes, then ran for the 
nearest door, stumbling and catching himself as he went. When the soldiers 
rushed in, Jack barreled into them, knocking them off balance. He dived to the 
floor between them and scrambled on all fours to get through the door. If only he 
could make it outside the building, he might have a chance! 

Another soldier came running at Jack as he got back to his feet. Jack dodged 
her and twisted away, just barely out of reach. “Help!” he shouted, running for 
the stairwell. But the woman was quick and shot after him. At the top of the 


steps, she tackled him around the legs. Arms flailing and body teetering, he 
crashed to the stairs. He made a desperate grab at the soldier’s bodysuit as he 
fell, dragging her with him. They thudded all the way down the stairwell, while a 
pack of soldiers who appeared at the top of the stairs raced after them. Jack and 
the woman hit the landing, both of them dazed by the fall. After a second to 
regain his bearings, Jack rolled out of her reach and got to his feet, limping and 
trying to run as fast as he could. The woman groaned and didn’t move. 

But the pack of soldiers was in hot pursuit. Jack turned down a long hallway, 
gunning toward the double-door exit. The clatter behind him grew louder. He 
pushed harder. Almost there! 

When he reached the first door he slammed into the handle at full speed. His 
face and body smacked the glass. He gasped in pain and crumpled to the floor, 
stunned. The door was locked. 

The soldier from the stairwell reappeared, zigzagging past the others and 
taking the lead. They all closed in on Jack. Quickly he got to his feet and tried 
the other door. It opened! He burst through it to the snowy sidewalk as the 
woman dived after him. She grabbed him around the waist and knocked him flat 
on the ground, landing on top of him. Within seconds, they were surrounded. 

Defeated, Jack let his body go limp. Dr. Gray’s soldiers grabbed him by the 
arms and hauled him back into the building. They dragged him down the 
hallway and up the steps as if he were as light as a feather, and brought him back 
into the office. 

There, as Dr. Gray silently watched, the soldiers tied up Jack again, much 
more securely this time. The doctor stared down at Jack for a long moment, fists 
clenching and unclenching, lips pressed hard into a white line. Then he turned 
away. With a heavy sigh, he walked to the door. When he reached the soldiers, 
he looked back. “Ramp up your interrogation efforts. I don’t care what you do. 
Don’t stop until you have the information I want.” 


CHAPTER 9 
Doubt Creeps In 


Charlie bumped into Maria the next morning on the way to first period and 
walked with her. Mac trailed behind them with another boy, examining his cell 
phone. 

“He’s kind of a tech genius,” Maria said, tossing her head in Mac’s direction. 
Seeing the phone, she pulled hers out of her pocket. “I meant to get your number 
yesterday,” she said as they entered the classroom. “Quick, before the bell 
rings.” 

Charlie gave it to her. 

“Texting you now so you’ll have mine,” said Maria. 

“Cool,” said Charlie. She squelched a smile, trying to be cool, but she was 
thrilled that Maria had asked for it. 

Kelly came in and joined Maria and Charlie at the front of the room. “Hello,” 
she said, sounding a bit aloof. 

“Hey, Kel,” said Maria. 

“Hi, Kelly,” Charlie said. “How was your soccer practice yesterday?” She 
tilted her head slightly, then looked at Maria too. 

“Good,” said Kelly, twirling her necklace. “Sorry I forgot to invite you. It 
just slipped my mind, I guess. The other girls and I were saying how surprised 
we were that you play. Are you ready for this afternoon?” 

Charlie didn’t know what Kelly meant by being surprised, but she didn’t ask. 
She lifted her chin and clasped her hand over the bracelet under her sleeve, 
drawing confidence from it. “I’m ready,” she said. She tried to take comfort in 
the fact that this was a smaller school, so she probably wouldn’t be up against 
eighty-five other girls vying for twenty spots. 

“What position do you play?” asked Kelly. “I hope we don’t have to compete 
for a spot on the team.” She was wearing the fake smile that Charlie had seen 
plenty of. It made her uneasy. 

“Halfback or forward,” Charlie said. “How about you?” 


“Defense,” said Kelly. She brightened. 

So did Charlie. “Good, then there’s nothing to worry about.” 

Kelly laughed. “Oh, I’m not. I was just concerned for you.” 

Charlie grew flustered. “Oh.” 

Maria balanced on the corner of her desk as other students came pouring into 
the room. “The truth is, everybody’s excited to see how you play. We can use 
another big scorer.” 

“T suppose every team can use that,” Charlie said, trying to laugh, but it came 
out hollow. What if she wasn’t as good as Maria was expecting? What if Kelly 
was right to be worried for her? “I wish I’d had more time to practice, but there’s 
been a lot of snow back home,” said Charlie. “And . . . we’re still unpacking, so 
I’ve been pretty busy,” she added miserably. She remembered what a 
disadvantage she had. Here in the Southwest there was no snow. Kids could play 
year round. And maybe they had been. Charlie’s one attempt at brushing up her 
skills last night suddenly seemed extremely weak. 

The late bell rang, and everybody rushed to their seats as the teacher strode 
into the room. Charlie, whose seat was at the back of the room next to Mac’s, 
darted to it and sat down fast. Her desk skidded. “Whoa,” she muttered. 

“Dang,” said Mac. 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “That was .. . really weird.” She scooted her desk back 
in line, her cheeks burning. 

Soon her mind wandered to soccer tryouts again. What if she wasn’t good 
enough to make the team? But she knew she had to keep her attitude in the right 
place. Think positive. Be strong. Focus on the ball. And run like she was being 
chased by a pack of wild animals. Or like the late bell just rang. You know what 
to do. 

Charlie stared down at her bracelet. She undid the clasp and held it in her 
hand, wishing it actually worked. Maybe this weekend she could look for a 
battery for it. Then she slipped the bracelet back on. Top athletes used these, and 
now so did Charlie. She was going to be like Alex from the US women’s team 
and show everyone she had the right to wear it. This bracelet would help her 
keep her mind focused on being the best player she could be. 

But Kelly’s words still bothered her, and she had to work hard to push the 
doubts aside. If only she could stop feeling so jittery. 


CHAPTER 10 
Tryouts 


A fter school Charlie sped to the locker room to change. She wanted to arrive at 
the field as soon as possible so she could get in a few kicks and dribbles and 
maybe calm her nerves a little. She waved to Maria as she left the locker room 
and made her way past the athletic storage building, which several guys in hard 
hats were working on, and across the track to the grass, where some orange 
cones and a mesh bag full of balls sat. Charlie grabbed a ball, did a few 
stretches, and began a slow dribble up the field before coming back and 
stretching some more. This would be a bad time to pull a muscle. As she held 
her stretches and listened to the steady pounding of hammers nearby, she pulled 
up her sleeve and used her bracelet to keep her focus strong. 

When Kelly, Maria, and a bunch of other girls reached the field, Charlie was 
all business. She nodded politely but didn’t join in the joking and laughter. 
Instead she went over her best moves in her mind and began to jump in place, 
warming up and trying to get her new shoes to bend and give a little more. The 
bracelet slid around on her wrist, and Charlie shoved it up her arm to secure it. 

Soon the coach joined them. “Gather around!” she shouted, and clapped her 
hands a few times. The girls moved to surround her. 

Coach was young and tall and muscular, with blazing black eyes and hair, 
and dark-brown skin. “It’s great to have you all back again,” she said. “And nice 
to see some unfamiliar faces, too—I look forward to getting to know you. For 
those of you who are new, I’m Coach Candy.” 

Charlie felt a wave of relief—apparently she wasn’t the only new face. And 
then she spied an athletic bracelet on Coach’s arm. Cool! 

Coach explained how the tryout would go. She laid out her high 
expectations, making individual eye contact with the girls as she spoke so she 
could be sure they understood. “Everybody starts at the same level today, 
whether you’ve played on the team before or not. This is not a time to be shy 
with your abilities. I want to see how you move the ball, how you share it, and 


how you attack the goal or defend it,” she said. “Is everybody clear?” 

“Yes, Coach!” shouted the girls who’d been on the team before. Charlie 
missed the cue, but she vowed to get it next time. She felt intimidation creep in 
again. Despite what Coach had said, Charlie worried that the other girls knew 
her so well that they’d have an advantage. 

When Coach Candy caught Charlie’s eye to make sure she understood, she 
nodded emphatically. 

Coach Candy split the girls into two teams and handed out red scrimmage 
vests to one team and blue to the other, then sent them to opposite ends of the 
field for some warm-up exercises. Charlie was on the blue team, and she noted 
ruefully that Kelly and Maria were together on the red team. 

As she ran suicides and dribbled through the cones, Charlie fought her 
nerves and tried to let her instinct take over, but she couldn’t stop thinking about 
what Coach said about not being shy to show her abilities. This was Charlie’s 
chance, and she didn’t want to blow it. 

When Coach came to observe the blue team, she called out encouragement 
and suggestions to the girls to improve. “Stay tight around that end cone, Bree,” 
she called to a tall girl dribbling through the cones in front of Charlie. “Don’t let 
that ball get away from you.” 

Charlie pushed hard, her lungs and thighs burning. Her legs were shaky, a 
sure sign that she wasn’t in top shape, but she kept the ball in control as she 
rounded the end cones. 

“Way to dig in, Charlie!” Coach called out. 

Charlie didn’t let on the pride she felt, but it gave her a boost of confidence, 
temporarily at least. 

Soon Coach whistled to announce a scrimmage between the two groups. She 
assigned positions, putting Charlie in the left forward spot. Still breathing 
heavily from the workout, Charlie took her place, and her nerves kicked in again. 
Compulsories were one thing—Charlie didn’t have to count on anybody else to 
prove she was good at that. But an actual scrimmage was different. She jumped 
up and down a few times to keep her muscles warm, but she felt jittery. “Calm 
down,” she muttered. She was doing fine so far. Plus, Coach already knew her 
name—that was a good sign, wasn’t it? 

When Coach put the ball in play, Charlie kept her eye on it and advanced 
with it, staying in her invisible lane. She stumbled once over her new shoes but 
thankfully didn’t fall. The play went along for several minutes with no action for 
Charlie, but her team was dominating. When Bree, who was playing center 


forward on Charlie’s team, popped the ball up in the air for a goal shot, Kelly, as 
a fullback for the red team, headed it. It hit off somebody’s knee and flew 
sideways toward Charlie. 

Charlie dug in, but after pushing so hard earlier, her muscles were still weak. 
She felt slow getting to the ball, like her alertness was lagging a second behind 
where it should be. And her nerves kicked in, making every movement seem 
slightly out of control. She dribbled awkwardly, almost losing the ball—it 
wasn’t going where she wanted it to go. Try as she might, Charlie couldn’t get in 
the groove. Soon the red team swarmed in and stole the ball out from under her, 
racing in the other direction and leaving her breathless and empty-handed. She 
stared and shook her head, angry at herself, then started back toward the 
centerline, hoping she didn’t just give the other team a chance to score. 

Coach soon subbed out half of each team, including Charlie, to let other girls 
play. Disappointed, Charlie headed for the bleachers, knowing she hadn’t had an 
opportunity to show Coach what she could really do. She wiped the sweat from 
her forehead and took a drink of water, then sat down to try to get her head in the 
right place. She couldn’t fail tryouts! How awful and embarrassing would that 
be? Not only would she have to face Kelly, but she’d have to tell Amari that she 
didn’t make it. No matter how hard Charlie tried to push the thoughts aside, they 
began to consume her. 

After a while Coach called Charlie back in. She jumped up and raced to her 
position, knowing this might be her last chance to make the team. She had to 
hustle. 

The whistle blew, and the girls exploded. Charlie had to make her own 
magic happen if she was going to leave a good impression. When at last the ball 
soared toward her, Charlie didn’t waste a moment. She sprinted for it, trapped it, 
and started for the goal, trying to turn her anxiety into action. Immediately a girl 
from the red team was on her tail, and then another. Charlie felt her heart racing 
—she couldn’t lose the ball now. This was her chance! But the other team was 
closing in. 

Charlie lunged forward with a burst of adrenaline and pulled away from her 
competitors faster than she’d ever done before. A thrill rushed through her. She 
dodged around another girl who was coming toward her, chipped the ball over 
her outstretched leg, and sped after it. She blew past a halfback and looked 
around wildly for a teammate, but everyone was too far behind her—she was 
going to have to take it to the goal alone. 

She ran over the field, keeping the opposing team’s fullbacks and goalie in 


sight as their halfbacks and sweeper reversed directions and started charging 
after her. Seconds later, she closed in on the goal box. The fullbacks thundered 
toward her, and before Charlie realized what was happening, Kelly’s blond braid 
was swinging in her face. 

Charlie ducked and slid around the astonished girl. She tipped the ball out of 
Kelly’s reach, then recovered and sprinted with all her remaining power toward 
it. A circle of red jerseys closed in around her. With a giant leap, Charlie reached 
the ball and slammed her foot into it. It soared over Kelly’s head at bullet speed. 
The goalie dived. Her fingers nicked the ball and it flew up, skimmed the bottom 
side of the goalpost, and bounced into the net. 

The blue team cheered. The flabbergasted red team stared. Charlie stared too, 
breathing hard, almost unable to believe she’d scored a goal. Then she caught 
Kelly staring intensely at her, and she wasn’t smiling. Charlie stopped short, a 
little shocked by the glare, then decided to ignore it. She turned around, pumped 
her fist in the air, and started jogging back to her position. 

“Nice one, Chuck,” Maria said as she passed her. “Girl friend can run like 
the wind! How’d you do that?” 





Charlie grinned. She wasn’t sure how she’d done it, and she also wasn’t sure 
she could do it again. “Beginner’s luck,” she said. But for the moment she felt 
invincible. The sluggishness was gone, and her confidence was back. Things 
were looking up. 

The game continued, with Charlie feeling stronger than she’d ever felt. After 
a few more plays Charlie’s teammates began passing the ball to her, and it 
wasn’t long before Charlie was being pursued down the field once more, leaving 
everybody in her dust except a few teammates who began to anticipate her 
moves. She passed the ball to Bree as she came sprinting up toward the goal, and 
the blue team scored again, Charlie taking the assist. 

When opposing team members chased after her, Charlie felt a spike of 
adrenaline—she could play forever! Maybe it was the crisp air, or the different 
climate, or the fact that Charlie wanted it so badly, she wasn’t sure which, but 
she hoped the feeling would stay. 

But the third time Charlie broke away with the ball and raced for the goal, 
Kelly was ready and waiting, wearing a look that said she was going to get 
possession no matter what it took. 

Charlie didn’t see the look. She barely saw Kelly, who came charging toward 
her. Instead Charlie dodged and wove through the layers of defense. As she 
maneuvered, Kelly drew near, pulled her leg back, and let it fly. Charlie quickly 
nudged the ball to a teammate, but with sickening speed, Kelly’s foot smashed 
into Charlie’s leg, just above her shin guard. Their bodies collided. The impact 
rattled Charlie’s teeth, and searing pain shot through her. With a horrible scream, 
Charlie collapsed onto the field. 


CHAPTER 11 
A Strange Turn of Events 


“Foul!” Coach yelled, and came running over. 

Kelly slowly got to her feet and staggered over to Charlie. “Are you okay?” 
she asked. 

Charlie writhed on the ground clutching her leg. Pain blinded her. She 
couldn’t breathe, and she felt like she was going to throw up. 

Maria rushed to Charlie’s side as Kelly melted into the background to walk 
off her own injuries. Coach knelt down in the grass and examined Charlie. The 
other players crowded around. 

“My leg,” Charlie gasped. 

“Back up, everybody, please,” Coach said, carefully removing Charlie’s shin 
guard and pushing down her sock. She looked at Charlie. “Any other pain 
besides your leg?” 

Charlie shook her head. “No,” she whispered. “I’m okay.” 

“Did you black out or hit your head?” 

“No.” 

“Stomach pain?” 

“A little queasy when I look at my leg.” 

“Yeah, it’s swelling up fast, Charlie—I’m worried it could be broken.” She 
glanced quickly at her watch. “The nurse will have left by now. Are your parents 
around? We should call them and get you checked out.” She pulled a cell phone 
from her pocket. 

“My mom’s a doctor—she works at the hospital.” 

“Okay, good. What’s the number?” 

“I can’t remember. It’s in my phone, though,” Charlie said. “In the locker 
room.” She tried hard not to cry and failed miserably, but the pain was intense. 
She’d never broken a bone before. Plus, she was surrounded by strangers staring 
at her, and that just made her feel worse. And what about soccer? A broken leg 
meant she wouldn’t get to play this spring at all. The one thing she was looking 


forward to in this boring nothing town. She closed her eyes and put her arm over 
her face. 

Coach looked up at the other players. “Any of you know where Charlie’s 
stuff is? We need her phone.” 

“TIl get it,” Maria offered. 

Charlie told her the lock combination. Maria broke through the crowd and 
ran for the building. 

Coach looked at Charlie. “You’re going to be okay. It might just be a bad 
bruise, but we should make sure. Do you want to try to stand up? Let’s see if you 
can put any weight on it.” 

Charlie wiped her eyes with her sleeve and nodded, grateful for the 
distraction. She pushed herself to a sitting position, and Coach and another girl 
helped her to stand on her good foot. She slung her arm around Coach’s 
shoulders and tried putting some weight on her bad leg. She yelped in pain but 
gritted her teeth, and slowly Coach helped her hop to the sideline and sit down in 
the grass. Coach Candy ran to grab her emergency kit and returned to Charlie’s 
side. She broke open an ice pack and handed it to Charlie, who held it gingerly 
against the swelling bruise. Not long after, Maria burst out of the school and ran 
toward them. 

“Are you hanging in there with me?” Coach asked. She searched Charlie’s 
face. 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “I’m okay.” 

“Keep the ice on it.” 

Charlie nodded. She tried not to look at the other players, who were all 
stealing glances her way. She wished they would stop. 

Maria reached them and handed over the phone. 

Charlie turned it on and hesitated, staring at her contacts and trying to focus 
through the threatening tears. She glanced at the staring players, and her lip 
trembled. 

Coach Candy leaned closer. “Do you want some privacy?” she asked in a 
quiet voice. 

Charlie nodded numbly. 

“All right,” said Coach. “Ill keep the other girls occupied. Maria, stay with 
Charlie until her mom comes, okay? Pll be nearby if she wants to talk to me.” 

“Got it, Coach,” said Maria. 

Charlie nodded again. 

“You played great, Charlie. I’m impressed.” 


Charlie swallowed hard as more tears came. “Thanks.” She dialed her mom’s 
new cell phone number and held the phone to her ear. 

Coach Candy stepped a few yards away, staying close enough to monitor 
Charlie, and called out to Kelly, who was dribbling the ball nearby. “You okay 
to play, Kelly?” 

“I’m good, Coach,” Kelly said. 

Coach yelled to the other girls and clapped her hands. “Okay, everybody! 
Let’s get this game moving. Direct kick blue!” 

Charlie’s mom’s cell phone rang five times and went to voice mail. Charlie 
hung up and texted her mom to call immediately because of a soccer injury. 
Then she tried the ER desk and left a message for her mom to call Charlie’s cell 
phone right away. 

When Coach Candy saw Charlie set her phone in her lap, she checked in. 
“Still doing okay? Were you able to reach your mom?” 

“I talked to the receptionist,” Charlie said. “She’s going to tell my mom to 
call as soon as possible.” 

Coach nodded and went back to watching the scrimmage. 

Maria put her hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Are you doing okay?” 

Charlie let a shuddering sigh escape and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “I 
just hope it’s not broken or my life is over. Kelly can really kick, that’s for sure. 
I hope she didn’t do it . . .” She trailed off and shook her head. “Never mind.” Of 
course Kelly wouldn’t kick her on purpose—she was just playing the game. It 
could happen to anybody. Charlie’s leg throbbed. 

“She’s a tough player,” Maria said grimly. “I’m sure she feels bad, though. 
Your leg is swelling up like a balloon. It’s horrible.” 

Charlie squeezed her eyes shut. She leaned back against the bleachers and 
wondered why her mother was taking so long to call. 


A few agonizing minutes later, Charlie’s phone rang. “Mom!” said Charlie, fresh 
tears springing to her eyes. “Finally.” 

“T got your message. Are you still at school? I’m on my way.” She sounded 
like a doctor. “What’s the injury?” 

Charlie told her. 

“TIl be there in ten minutes,” Dr. Wilde said. “Elevate it!” 

“Okay, Mom. Gosh,” Charlie said, her lip beginning to quiver again, “you 
don’t have to yell.” 

Charlie’s mom’s voice softened. “You’re right, sweetie. I’m so sorry—I’ve 


got my work brain engaged. I bet it hurts a lot.” 

“What if it’s broken?” Charlie’s voice pitched upward, and she started crying 
again. “What if I can’t play? This is seriously the worst.” She pressed her fingers 
over her eyelids, trying to stop the tears. 

“Hey, at least it wasn’t your head,” Dr. Wilde said with a laugh. That line 
was a running joke in their family whenever anybody got hurt, and it annoyed 
Charlie and Andy whenever their mother said it. “I sure hope we don’t have to 
amputate.” 

“Not funny, Mother,” Charlie said. She rolled her eyes and looked at Maria, 
and mouthed, “Doctor humor.” 

Maria smiled and shrugged. “Pll go tell Coach your mom’s coming,” she 
whispered, and Charlie nodded. Maria slipped away. 

“You’re totally right,” Mom said. “I was just trying to keep your mind off 
the pain. How is it? Do you have ice on it? Is it elevated like I told you?” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie, wincing as she swiveled around to put her foot up on 
the bleacher seat. She lay back on the grass. “It’s feeling a little better. Just... 
just hurry. Please.” Charlie wiped her eyes. 

“I am, sweetie. Pll see you soon.” 

They said good-bye and hung up as Maria came back. 

“She’ll be here soon,” Charlie said. “I’m okay sitting alone if you want to get 
back in the game.” 

Maria frowned. “No, it’s okay.” She sat on the bottom bleacher next to 
Charlie’s foot and looked out over the field, watching the action. “I still can’t 
believe how fast you are. Do you have like Olympian relatives or something?” 

“What?” Charlie laughed despite the pain. “No. I was just having a good run, 
I guess. Until Kelly decided to play like a...” She glanced at Maria and bit her 
lip. “Sorry. I know she was aiming for the ball, not my leg. But jeez, this hurts!” 
She paused. “How close are you and Kelly?” 

“We get along okay,” Maria said. “We don’t hang out much, but she lives by 
me, so we carpool if it rains. And we’ll watch movies together or kick the ball 
around or whatever when we’re bored. I’ve known her since preschool.” 

“Oh.” 

“She’s . . . a lot more fun when there’s not an audience,” Maria added 
carefully. “She acts differently when I’m with her one-on-one.” 

Charlie looked at the sky, remembering the other day when Kelly seemed 
almost like she was going to confide in Charlie. That was a different Kelly from 
the one who swept through a crowd of adoring fans, then dissed them behind 


their backs. 

“Anyway,” Maria continued, “all I’m saying is, she wouldn’t try to hurt you. 
She’s pretty competitive, though, so my guess is she was going to get that ball 
no matter what, and your leg got in the way.” 

“That’s good to know.” It didn’t make it better, but Charlie knew she’d been 
guilty of the same thing in the past. It just hadn’t resulted in injuring somebody 
this badly. 


Charlie’s mom arrived still wearing her hospital scrubs and carrying the first aid 
kit she always kept in the car. 

“You didn’t change?” Charlie asked, surprise in her voice. 

“No time for that when my girl is hurt,” Dr. Wilde said with a smile. She 
knelt down in the grass next to Charlie and took her wrist in one hand. Her eyes 
locked on Charlie’s as if she was already assessing the level of pain. 

Charlie was familiar with that look. 

“All right,” said Mom, turning to Charlie’s leg, still elevated on the bleacher 
seat. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.” Maria scooted out of the way to make 
room. 

Charlie propped herself up on one elbow and lifted the ice pack. Her mom 
examined the injury, running her deft hands over the bones from ankle to knee. 

“Wow, the swelling has gone way down already,” Charlie said, surprised. 
“You should have seen it twenty minutes ago.” 

Maria nodded in agreement. 

“How does it feel?” 

“Tt hurts,” Charlie said, “but it’s actually feeling a lot better.” 

Dr. Wilde nodded. “It’s a really nasty contusion, but I’m sure nothing’s 
broken. I don’t think we need an X-ray—let’s see how the next few hours go.” 
She looked up. “You’ve got strong bones.” 

Charlie sighed in relief. “So I might have a soccer season after all? If I make 
the team, I mean.” 

“You'll need to take it easy for a few days, but as soon as you feel good 
putting your full weight on it, you should be fine to play.” Charlie’s mom looked 
up as Coach Candy approached. 

“Did I hear good news?” Coach asked. She held out her hand to Dr. Wilde. 
“Hi, Pm Candy Mason, the girls’ soccer coach. Sorry to meet under these 
circumstances.” 

Mom stood up and shook Coach Candy’s hand. “Pleasure. And everything 


checks out okay. I’m pretty sure it’s not broken.” 

“That’s what I thought I heard you say. Everyone will be glad to hear that.” 

“T think she’s done for today, though.” Dr. Wilde looked at Charlie. “Did 
you have a chance to show Coach what you could do?” 

“She did,” Coach assured her. “The team roster will be posted on my office 
door before school tomorrow.” 

Charlie bit her lip and glanced at Maria, who was standing a short distance 
away. Maria gave her a reassuring nod and made a face. 

“Maria can help you get Charlie to the car,” Coach said. 

“That would be great.” Dr. Wilde smiled at Maria, then held out her hand to 
Charlie to help her get up. Maria smiled back and came over to assist. 

Charlie tested her leg and found she could put a little weight on it now. She 
limped between her mom and Maria, officially introducing them to each other 
along the way. They chatted about the scrimmage, and once they reached the car 
and Charlie was safely inside, Maria said a hasty good-bye. “TIl call you later to 
see how you’re doing,” she said. 

Charlie’s face lit up. “Okay.” 

Maria waved and bounded back to the field. 


At home Charlie’s mom helped Charlie change into sweats and a T-shirt, and 
then got her settled on the couch with her leg propped up. Charlie automatically 
pushed her bracelet up her arm. 

“Ts that new?” asked Charlie’s mom, pointing to it. 

Charlie glanced at it. “Yeah. It was in a package on the front step with my 
name on it on the day we moved away. Do you have any idea who it’s from? 
Grandma, maybe?” 

Dr. Wilde studied the bracelet. “What a thoughtful gift! No, nobody said 
anything to me. Maybe Amari sent it?” 

“No, I asked her already.” 

“T guess it’s a mystery,” Mom said with a smile. She turned and took another 
assessment of Charlie’s injury. “Wow,” she said, surprised. “It’s looking 
remarkably better. You must be a fast healer. Have you been eating extra 
veggies?” 

Charlie laughed, thinking of all the pizza they’d had lately. “Not exactly.” 

Charlie’s mom squeezed her hand. “Well, whatever you’re doing, keep doing 
it.” She smiled and picked up the TV remote, setting it on the coffee table 
between Charlie’s backpack and her glass of water. “There, now you’re all set 


for a while. If you need anything before Dad gets home, just yell for Andy.” 
Charlie’s face fell. “Aren’t you staying?” 
Dr. Wilde sighed, looking truly sorry. “I have to get back to the hospital.” 
“Oh.” Charlie turned her head away. 
“I’m sorry, honey. I really hope it feels better soon.” She brushed a strand of 
hair off Charlie’s face. 
“Tt’s okay,” Charlie mumbled. “You know, it’s kind of weird—it hardly even 
hurts anymore.” 


When Maria called to check in, Charlie was cozily snuggled in her own bed, 
reading her favorite fantasy novel. 

“Hi, Maria,” Charlie said. 

“Chuck! You sound happier than you did.” 

“My leg feels a lot better,” said Charlie. “I’ve been icing it. And my dog, 
Jessie, has been licking it. Which is kind of gross, actually, but thoughtful, I 
suppose.” 

“Oh cool, you have a dog? Me too. A couple of them. Big ones.” 

“Yes! Jessie is the best. We also have two cats.” 

“T wish we could have a cat,” said Maria, “but one of my stepbrothers is 
allergic.” 

“You can borrow ours if you want to come over sometime.” 

“Sure!” 

They talked for almost an hour about all sorts of things they had in common, 
and about their differences, too, like in what they enjoyed reading. 

“Do you like horse books?” asked Maria. 

“They’re okay,” said Charlie. “I like books with fantasy more, though, and I 
just started reading graphic novels.” 

“Ooh, I love comics!” said Maria. 

“Well, I’ve never read an actual comic book,” Charlie admitted. “But Pd 
like to try one. I just . . . Pm not sure where to start, I guess.” 

“You should try Spider-Gwen or Ms. Marvel,” Maria said. “They’re about 
high school girls, not stupid old guys. PII lend them to you when Mac is done 
reading. He and I trade comics all the time.” 

“Thanks,” said Charlie, beaming. 

By the time they hung up, Charlie was feeling so much better that she forgot 
to text Amari about her injury. 

Maybe living in Navarro Junction wasn’t going to be so bad after all. 


CHAPTER 12 
The Roster 


Wehen Charlie woke up the next morning, she walked all the way to the 
bathroom before she remembered her injured leg. It didn’t hurt at all. There was 
barely any swelling. The red and purple bruising had faded to green and yellow 
on her skin. Only fifteen hours earlier she’d thought it was broken, and now it 
was practically healed. 

That’s so crazy, thought Charlie as she took the bracelet off her wrist and 
turned on the shower. 

At breakfast Charlie’s dad hurried into the kitchen with his tie loose around 
his neck and a pair of socks in his hand, looking frazzled. “Oh,” he said, giving 
her a strange look. “You’re up and about. Are you going to school today?” 

“Um, yes,” said Charlie, narrowing her eyes at him. “Why wouldn’t I? 
What’s going on?” 

Dad started yanking on his socks. “I’ve got an early meeting I forgot to tell 
you about,” he said. “Can you be ready to go in five minutes?” 

“What?” Charlie dropped her spoon into her cereal bowl and stared. “Dad! 
Clearly not. I have to finish getting ready.” She got up and started toward the 
stairs. “What about Andy?” 

“T remembered to tell him,” Charlie’s dad mumbled apologetically. “He’s 
ready.” 

“Dad!” she said again. 

“I’m sorry. I thought you were staying home from school because of your 
leg.” 

“Are you kidding? The team roster will be posted this morning. I have to be 
there! Can’t Mom drive me?” 

“She’s sleeping after pulling a double shift. She got home at four in the 
morning.” 

Charlie sighed. “Maybe she should just live at the hospital.” She ran upstairs 
and grabbed her bracelet and earrings from the bathroom counter, putting them 


on as she went to her room to finish getting dressed. Her homework sat on her 
desk, only half completed. She’d been planning to finish it this morning. 

“Just go with Andy,” she called out, exasperated but trying not to shout too 
loud so she wouldn’t wake her mother. “I’m not ready yet, so Pl walk to 
school.” 

“Are you sure? Doesn’t your leg hurt? Do you know the way?” 

“My leg’s fine,” she said, roaming around her room trying to find her shoes. 
“I know there’s a shortcut through the football stadium. Lots of kids go that 
way.” 

Dr. Wilde bounded up the staircase and appeared in Charlie’s bedroom 
doorway holding his briefcase and overcoat. “You’re sure?” he asked. 

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Dad, you don’t have to worry about me. I used to 
take the ‘L’ train to school, remember?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“So as long as I don’t walk into a cactus, I’m pretty sure PII be just fine.” 

Dr. Wilde looked at his daughter. “But you’re just a little kid in a strange 
new neighborhood,” he said finally, a small smile tugging at the corners of his 
mouth. 

Charlie could tell he was having a sentimental moment. “Dad, stop,” she 
said. “I already know how to get everywhere. This whole town is like the size of 
Navy Pier.” 

Charlie’s dad let out a sigh as Andy sauntered by with his backpack. “All 
right. Be careful. Walk with other students. Watch for cars, and—” 

“Now you’re embarrassing yourself.” 

Dr. Wilde laughed and reached out to tousle Charlie’s hair. 

She reared back. “Dude, don’t mess with the tresses!” 

“Dude?” he shook his head. “My daughter just called me dude. Wow. Can’t 
wait to tell the students about this.” 

Charlie grinned. “Get to work. Oh—by the way, I’m staying after school 
today to help with the set, if that’s okay with you.” 

“The set?” asked Dr. Wilde, puzzled. 

Charlie followed. “Yeah. For the musical we’re doing in theater class. Is that 
okay?” 

“Ah, sure,” said Dr. Wilde. He set down his briefcase and slipped on his 
jacket. Andy hollered from the front door, wondering if he was coming. 

Charlie raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t even remember I’m taking theater, 
did you?” 


“Um ... ,” Dr. Wilde said absently. He whirled around, looking for 
something, and picked up his briefcase. “Where’d I put my coffee?” He headed 
down. “Love you, Charlie! Have a great day.” 

“Love you too,” Charlie said, stepping out into the hallway to watch him 
descend. “Maybe if you’re not being embarrassing, Pll let you drive me home.” 

Charlie’s dad rounded the corner into the kitchen below and disappeared 
from sight. 

“TIl text you if I need a ride,” she called after him, and then shrugged. It was 
odd to see her dad preoccupied and rushing off to work like that. She finished 
getting ready, noting that she was running out of clean clothes to wear. At least 
tomorrow they’d be unpacking the rest of their stuff. 

She hurried through the math problems she had to finish. They were harder 
than she’d expected. Finally she got the work done, grabbed her backpack, and 
left the house, locking the door behind her. 

She hurried through the neighborhood toward school. Seeing some familiar- 
looking students ahead of her, she followed them down a path that linked 
Charlie’s neighborhood with the ones next to it. 

This must be the shortcut, Charlie thought. On the phone last night, Maria 
had told her that there were seven or eight neighborhoods in a circle around the 
junior high, and all of them were connected by walking paths. Charlie had told 
Maria where she lived, and Maria figured out that her house was on the opposite 
side of the school grounds from Charlie’s—but it wasn’t very far because of the 
shortcut. She explained that some paths led to the municipal football field next to 
school, where all the kids converged and streamed through the gate to the school 
property. 

Charlie kept an eye on the time and began picking up speed. She wanted to 
get to Coach Candy’s office before class so she could see if she made the team, 
and she had no idea how long it would take to walk to school this way. 

After a few minutes Charlie began to worry that she wasn’t going to make it 
in time. And then she wondered if this was even the right way to her school. She 
didn’t actually know for sure—what if all these kids walking in this direction 
were going somewhere else? 

Charlie knew it was silly. They were all wearing backpacks like her. She 
thought about asking one of the kids she passed, but she chickened out— 
because, what a dumb question! Instead, she moved faster along the path and 
remembered the first time she’d taken the “L” train to school all by herself— 
she’d had the same worries. But at least back then she’d traveled it with her dad 


several times first to make sure she was familiar with the route. 

Charlie laughed to herself. Amari would totally make fun of her for being 
nervous about walking through neighborhoods like these. She pulled out her 
phone and took a quick Snapchat of her view as she hurried to school, and sent it 
to her Chicago friends. 

Finally Charlie saw football bleachers and goalposts, and the rooftops of 
school buildings beyond it. Relief washed through her. She began sprinting 
toward them, past the other students, still anxious about making it to Coach’s 
office in time. Her leg felt as good as ever—maybe even better than ever, if that 
was possible. And before she knew it, she was flying across the grass. Charlie 
had never run this fast before. It was completely crazy. And kind of awesome. 

“Hey, Chuck!” Maria called as Charlie whizzed by. 

Charlie slowed as Maria ran to catch up. Mac trailed behind her. 

“Hi,” Charlie said, catching her breath. “I didn’t want to be late.” 

“T thought you broke your leg,” Mac said when he caught up to the girls. 

“T told you it wasn’t broken,” Maria said, sounding mildly annoyed. “We just 
thought at first that it might be.” She turned to Charlie and linked arms with her, 
tugging her toward school. Charlie glanced back at Mac, who was frowning at 
his phone. He looked up and all around, like he was searching for someone. 

“Are you coming, Mac?” Charlie asked. 

“Yep,” Mac said, beginning to follow. “Just looking for somebody.” He 
texted rapidly as he walked. 

“Who?” asked Maria. She slowed slightly, and Mac caught up. 

“Jason Baker. He needs me to jailbreak his phone.” 

“What’s he trying to do?” 

“Apps, hotspot, text from Lock screen. The usual.” 

Charlie looked at Mac curiously. She had only a vague idea of what he was 
talking about. 

“Ts it really necessary to be able to text from the Lock screen?” Maria said 
with a hint of condescension. 

“It’s ten bucks,” said Mac, shrugging. “Besides, you do it.” 

“T wouldn’t pay to have it done, though.” 

Mac gave her the side-eye. “Because I didn’t charge you for it.” He scanned 
the students again, and his face brightened. “There he is.” He ran a short distance 
ahead to where two paths converged. A boy handed Mac his phone and a ten- 
dollar bill. Mac pocketed the device and the money and kept walking with Jason. 

“Nice gig,” Charlie said to Maria. 


“Yeah ... kids pay him to do all sorts of tech stuff. Heck, even my mom 
paid him to set up our modem router thingy.” Maria looked Charlie up and 
down. “So you’re okay? You were running superfast. Your leg doesn’t hurt?” 

“Not really,” Charlie said. 

“That’s ...a little strange,” Maria said. “Don’t you think it’s strange?” 

“T guess.” Charlie shrugged. “I’m just glad it feels better.” 

Maria pressed her lips together but didn’t say anything else. They walked 
into the gymnasium and jostled their way through the swarm of students toward 
Coach Candy’s office. 

Kelly joined up with them as they reached Coach’s door, and everyone 
crowded in front of the list posted there. 

A few girls walked away quickly, frowning or with heads down. Others 
whooped and high-fived. Kelly and Maria pushed in, straining to see, and almost 
simultaneously shouted, “Yes!” 

Charlie hopped up and down, trying to see over the others to get a look. 
Finally she squeezed between two girls and stood in front of the list. 

She scanned over Kelly’s name, then Maria’s. Her eyes traveled all the way 
to the bottom. And there, the second to the last name, was Charlie Wilde. 


CHAPTER 13 
Friend Problems 


Charlie brought her fingers to her lips, a grin spreading over her face. She’d 
made the soccer team in spite of the injury. What a relief! 

“Yes!” she whispered. She skittered out of the way of other girls who were 
trying to see, and ended up face-to-face with Kelly. 

“Congratulations,” Kelly said. 

“Oh,” Charlie said. “Thanks, you too.” 

“You made it?” squealed Maria. 

Charlie laughed. “I made it!” 

“Of course you did! You played terrific!” Maria whooped and threw her 
arms open wide and hugged Charlie, and they jumped around together in the 
hallway like they’d been best friends forever. 

Kelly tilted her head, a suspicious look on her face as she watched Charlie 
hopping around. 

When they came to a stop, Kelly put her hand on her hip. “So, Charlotte, 
how’s your leg?” 

“It’s much better,” Charlie said. 

“That’s really great to hear. Because Coach sort of ripped into me after 
tryouts for playing rough, so I really hope it wasn’t because you were faking it. 
Because then we’d have a problem.” 

Charlie stared, the smile fading from her lips and her eyes narrowing. “No, I 
wasn’t faking it, Kelly,” she said. “In fact, I was kind of wondering if you 
intentionally tried to kick me.” 

“What? Of course not!” Kelly said. “I’m just saying you don’t seem very 
injured after telling everybody it was broken.” 

Charlie felt her face growing hot, and her voice became quieter. “I never said 
it was broken,” she responded, taking a step toward Kelly so their faces were 
inches apart. “Coach did. And luckily for you it wasn’t broken because—” 

“Calmate, chicas,” Maria interrupted in a low voice. “Are you trying to get 


kicked off the team right now? Because Coach is just behind that door.” 

Charlie glanced over her shoulder at the clouded-glass inset in the door. She 
could see the shadow of Coach’s upper body sitting behind her desk inside. 
Charlie’s mouth twitched in anger, but she relaxed her posture and took a step 
away from Kelly. “I’m going to class,” she muttered as the bell rang. 

“Good call,” Maria said with a slight shake of the head. She flashed a 
puzzled look at Kelly and went with Charlie to first period. 

Kelly dropped her gaze. She hesitated a moment, but the three girls were all 
going to the same class, so she had no choice but to follow. 


At lunch Charlie found Maria and Mac. Kelly sat at the popular table a short 
distance away as usual. Now that a few hours had passed and Charlie’d had time 
to cool off, she felt a little silly about how defensive she’d been. She set down 
her tray across from Maria, then went up to Kelly and apologized. “Hi... Pm 
sorry for getting in your face this moming.” 

“Oh, no problem!” said Kelly with a smile. She raised an eyebrow at her 
friends, who watched the exchange with wide eyes and too-innocent faces. 

Charlie hesitated, a sense of dread filling her. She knew what that meant— 
Kelly would be talking about her later. But there was nothing she could do about 
it. If she said anything else it would just give Kelly more to talk about. So she 
went back to her table. When she glanced at Kelly, she saw her lean over and 
whisper something to her tablemates that made them snicker. 

“Blurgh,” said Charlie, flopping into her chair. Mac’s head was down and his 
food untouched as he worked on Jason Baker’s phone under the table. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Maria. 

“T don’t know. I’m not sure what Kelly’s deal is.” 

“What do you mean?” Maria asked. “Are you talking about this morning?” 

Charlie bit into her cheeseburger—she was starving. She chewed, 
swallowed, and said carefully, “I can’t figure her out. I don’t think she likes me 
very much, but I’m not sure why.” 

“Well,” said Maria, “you did kind of get in her face.” 

“She did?” asked Mac, looking up. “Dang, I missed it.” 

“Yeah,” Charlie admitted. “But I just apologized.” 

“Do you get in people’s faces a lot?” Mac asked. 

Charlie turned to him and pretended to be tough. “You wanna find out?” 

“Whoa,” said Mac, leaning back. He laughed. 

Charlie grinned sheepishly. “I learned how to fake being tough in Chicago in 


case I ever got into a scary situation on the ‘L’ train. But yeah, I mean, I’d much 
rather avoid conflict if possible.” 

“Oh,” said Mac, sounding a bit disappointed. He went back to work under 
the table. 

Charlie shrugged and turned to Maria, her face clouding. “Anyway, it made 
me mad when Kelly said I was faking. She really kicked me hard—as hard as . . 
. as hard asa...” Charlie struggled to find a comparison. 

“Kangaroo?” suggested Mac, not looking up. 

“Yeah! And everybody at tryouts saw how bad it looked.” 

“Sometimes you have to ignore Kelly,” Maria said. 

“Maybe.” But Charlie wasn’t ignoring her now. She watched as several 
people from Kelly’s table looked over at her. She lowered her voice. “Now 
they’re talking about me. Look.” 

Maria leaned forward and put her hand on Charlie’s arm. “Can I give you 
some friendly advice?” 

“Sure.” 

“Try not to get too caught up in things with Kelly—she’s . . . well, she’s not 
the easiest friend to have right now.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie, confused. “Okay.” 

“Truth is, she was probably just embarrassed that you got past her defense. 
And it’s no fun when Coach has a talk with you, you know? Kelly’s not all bad. 
And things will be better when you’re on the same team as her, working 
together.” She smiled. “But for now you’ve got me.” She glanced at Mac, who 
was eating Tater Tots and staring at Jason’s phone. “Us, I mean. Right, Mac?” 

“Yeah, sure,” Mac said, not looking up. He pushed his chair back, picked up 
his tray, and stood. “I need to plug in to finish Jason’s jailbreak, and then we’re 
going to check out some new apps. Later.” 

“Wait!”’said Maria, shoving her chair in his path so he couldn’t get past her. 
“We haven’t talked all day. Are you coming over after school?” 

Mac grinned. “Of course. Plus, I told your mom I’d defrag her ancient 
desktop, so Pll get that started if I beat you there. You get the new Avengers 
yet?” 

“Yeah, it’s on my desk. Are you finished with Ms. Marvel or Spider-Gwen? 
Charlie wants to read one.” 

“Yep, Pm done. They were both actually pretty awesome. Pll bring them 
tomorrow.” He looked at Charlie. “You like comics?” 

Charlie nodded and then blushed. “I mean, I think I will. Maria convinced 


me I should try one.” 

“You should,’ Mac said. He looked around and spotted someone, then 
tapped the back of Maria’s chair impatiently so he could pass. “Okay. See you 
after school.” 

“Bye.” Maria pulled in her chair, and Mac skirted around it and went to the 
tray drop-off. 

Maria watched him go and sighed. “Whatever.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

Maria shook her head. “I don’t know. .. .” 

Charlie studied her. It seemed like she did know. “Something with Mac?” 
she asked. 

“T guess. I don’t think he likes hanging out with me at school anymore. Not 
much, anyway.” 

“Why not?” 

Maria shrugged. She finished her milk and smashed the carton. “We’ve had 
lunch together almost every day since second grade, but things have been 
different lately,” she said glumly. 

“Well,” said Charlie, “he seemed happy enough to be going to your house 
after school. Does he do that a lot?” 

“Yeah, he acts normal there. He’s practically a member of my family. He 
even hangs out with them when I’m not home.” 

“That’s cool.” Charlie watched through the cafeteria window as Mac slapped 
hands with Jason Baker and another boy and they set off together. “Maybe he 
just wants to hang out with some guys too?” 

“Maybe,” Maria said. “Oh well. Hey, do you wanna come over after school 
too?” 

“T can’t,” Charlie said. “I told Mr. Anderson I’d help with Bye Bye Birdie. 
We’re building the set.” 

“That dude’s such a nut ball. Isn’t Kelly acting in that show? Will she be 
there too?” 

“No idea. She might be too big of a star to do crew work.” Charlie grinned. 

Maria gave a sympathetic smile. “She’s probably the last person you want to 
face with a hammer in her hand at this point. Is she one of the leads again?” 

“Do you even have to ask?” 

They giggled and got up to put their trays away. 

“Maybe tomorrow or Sunday would work to hang out, though,” Charlie said. 

“Oh good. I’ll text you my address,” Maria said. “Have a good one. Break a 


leg! Or wait—maybe not.” 
“Ha-ha. Pll try not to,” Charlie said. 


CHAPTER 14 
A Powerful Shock 


A fter school Charlie made her way to the auditorium and found Mr. Anderson. 
Soon he had her wielding a saw, cutting planks for a train station platform. Sara, 
the stage manager, came by and checked her work, and the two chatted for a few 
minutes. But most of the time Charlie happily focused on her task and was 
content to listen while the others joked and sang bits of songs from the musical 
and talked about their plans for the weekend. Apparently some of them were 
going to the Phoenix Zoo, which was having a big event. It was weird to think 
about going there in February. She wondered if the zoo had penguins and polar 
bears and other animals that might prefer cold to heat. And if they did... did 
those animals miss their old homes too? 

About a half hour into her work Charlie heard a familiar voice. She looked 
up, and her shoulders slumped. The queen had arrived. 

“Hi, everyone!” Kelly said. “I just couldn’t stay away when I knew you were 
all here working hard.” She walked to the wing, addressing a few of her adoring 
fans. “I’m finished rehearsing my songs with the accompanist, and I’m here to 
help.” She wore her blond hair down today and flipped it over her shoulders. 

Kelly put down her music folder, rolled up her sleeves, and started working 
right away. Charlie watched her and was surprised to find that the girl seemed to 
know what she was doing backstage as well as onstage. And she definitely knew 
how to get along with everyone—at least to their faces, Charlie thought 
sarcastically. 

When Sara called for help sweeping up sawdust, Kelly went right over to her 
and grabbed a broom. Maybe Maria was right, and Kelly was a decent person. 
Maybe Charlie had been a little too quick to judge. Maria obviously saw 
something good in her. 

Charlie decided she could start trying harder to be friendly next week. After 
all, she’d apologized to Kelly earlier. Now it was Kelly’s move. Charlie quickly 
began sawing the next plank with renewed gusto. Things were coming along 


well with her work. It was going to be so cool to see the finished platform 
onstage during the show and know that she’d built it! She texted her dad, letting 
him know the set building was going well and not to pick her up on his way 
home from work because she wanted to finish—she would walk home when she 
was done with everything. 

Kelly left Charlie alone, or perhaps she didn’t realize she was there. 
Whatever the case, their coexistence was working fine until the other crew kids 
started trickling out the door to go home, or to practice, or to piano lessons, or to 
whatever else they had going on. Charlie was finished cutting the boards for the 
entire train platform, and she had just a few more planks to nail into place, when 
Mr. Anderson called to her. 

“Charlie, can you give Kelly a hand with this bed? We need to move it 
offstage to the back corner where all the ‘Kim’s bedroom’ props will be.” 

“Sure,” Charlie said. She got up and wiped the sawdust off her jeans, then 
pulled back the curtain and went to where Kelly waited by the foot of the bed. 
On top of the mattress was a frilly comforter and pillow set. 

“I guess Pll take the heavy end,” Charlie said, going to the headboard side. 

“Don’t hurt yourself,” Kelly said sweetly. 

Anger bubbled in Charlie’s gut, but she remembered her vow. “I'll try not 
to,” she said. She bent her knees, gripped the bottom of the headboard, and on 
the count of three, the two girls lifted it up. 

“Jeez,” Kelly said. “This thing is made of bricks.” 

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” sang Mr. Anderson from somewhere backstage. 

“Whatever that means,” said Kelly under her breath. 

“T think it means we got the bed for free,” said Charlie. 

They heard the main doors to the auditorium open, and Mr. Anderson went 
to see who was coming in. 

Charlie began to walk backward with the heavy end. “Watch your step here,” 
she called out as she led the way down the ramp backstage. It was dimly lit. 
Charlie looked over her shoulder for the glow tape that marked the corners and 
edges of the steps so she wouldn’t lose her footing. 

Kelly struggled on the other end. “It’s so dark back here. This thing is 
heavy.” 

“Quit whining,” Charlie muttered, but Kelly wasn’t listening—her ears were 
attuned elsewhere. 

Mr. Anderson gave a joyful greeting to whoever had entered. Kelly quit 
complaining long enough to listen, and they could hear the sound of a young 


man’s voice floating through the auditorium. 

Kelly’s eyes opened wide. She stopped walking, which nearly pulled the bed 
out of Charlie’s grasp. 

“What the—” Charlie began, fuming and trying to get a better grip on the 
bed, but Kelly shushed her. 

“Tt’s Hickory James!” she hissed. “Last year’s Gaston from Beauty and the 
Beast. He’s in high school now. Oh my gah—how’s my hair? I have to go say 
hi! Dropping this now, bye!” And with that she let go of the bed and ran to the 
stage. 

Charlie lunged forward, cringing. Rude! Then she stared at the bed, stunned, 
as she realized something even more horrifying than Kelly’s behavior. 

Kelly’s end of the bed hadn’t fallen to the floor. 

Charlie was holding it—all of it. The entire bed. 

All by herself. 


CHAPTER 15 
OUT. OF. CONTROL. 


Charlie stared at the bed, held suspended by her own two hands. “What the—!” 
She let go of it and instinctively jumped backward as it thudded to the floor. She 
stood there a moment in shock. Had that really just happened? Had she been 
holding an entire bed by herself? It wasn’t possible. 

A cold sweat broke out on her forehead, and her stomach roiled. She whirled 
at the sound of Mr. Anderson and Kelly laughing in the auditorium. “I have to 
get out of here,” she murmured. She took off out the stage right exit, went down 
the hallway, and ducked into the girls’ bathroom. 

Once inside, Charlie ran into a stall and slammed the door behind her so hard 
that the top hinge broke off. The door swung wildly and came to an abrupt stop, 
hanging limp and at a strange angle from the bottom hinge. Charlie didn’t notice. 
She dropped to her knees in front of the toilet, hands shaking as she gripped the 
seat—she felt sick. She closed her eyes and felt her heart pounding, her breath 
becoming more labored, her stomach churning as she thought about all the 
strange things that were happening to her. Because they were strange—very 
strange. Running faster than she’d ever run before. Healing from a serious injury 
virtually overnight. Being strong enough to hold that entire bed by herself? That 
was insane! She couldn’t brush the incidents off anymore. They weren’t normal. 
Nothing about her was normal lately. 

She clenched her jaw, wanting to scream. What was going on? Her grip 
tightened on the toilet seat as the frustration grew inside her. Her skin burned, 
and she could feel herself losing control. “Why is this happening?” she 
whispered. “Why? Why?” With each plea, she gripped the toilet seat tighter, and 
with one final cry, she pounded it with her fists. 

The seat shattered, and the pieces fell all around. Water splashed up in her 
face. 

Charlie stared. “How is this even possible?” she cried. “What is happening to 
me?” She backed out of the stall and lunged toward the sinks, grabbing hold of 


one and staring at herself in the mirror above it. A stranger with her own face 
looked back at her—or at least it felt that way. The girl in the mirror looked 
normal. Scared, sure, but ordinary. Yet inside Charlie felt like some strange 
force had taken over her body. 

She twisted the faucet so she could splash clean water on her face, but the 
handle broke off in her hand and a stream of water sprayed from it. “Ugh! No!” 
she cried. With a surge of strength and frustration coursing through her, she 
slammed her hands down on the sink. It gave a loud groan and broke loose from 
the wall, coming away in her hands. Water spurted out of the pipe behind it. 
Charlie’s jaw dropped as she stared at the devastation, barely comprehending 
what was happening. 

The water continued to spray everywhere, soaking her, but Charlie hardly 
felt it. Instead she threw the sink against the wall, yelling incoherently. The sink 
cracked and fell to the floor, breaking in half. 

The shock of the noise finally brought Charlie to her senses. She put her 
hands up to her face and pushed her wet hair from her eyes. Water kept coming 
down on her. What was happening? Her left arm ached. At first she thought 
she’d injured it. She pushed up her soggy sleeve to examine it but soon realized 
it was throbbing with heat beneath the bracelet. 

“The bracelet!” she whispered. She punched the button to release the clasp, 
but it wouldn’t open. She tugged at it as hard as she could, but it held fast. At the 
same time, with water streaming down her, she finally realized the full extent of 
the damage she had caused. She knew she had to get out of there before someone 
saw her. 

She raced to the door and flung it open with far too much strength. The 
handle hit the wall, leaving a chunk of tile crumbling to the floor. But Charlie 
didn’t stop to look at it. She ran. 





She went past the distant voices of Mr. Anderson, Kelly, and the high school 
guy. Past the dark box office window and the banner that hung overhead, 
greeting visitors. Charlie pushed through the exit doors and out into the cool 
evening air, but she didn’t stop. She ran across the empty parking lot, over the 
track and soccer field, through the line of mesquite trees that bordered the 
municipal football field. Finally, when she was safely far away from school, she 
stopped running and began pawing madly at her wrist, trying to get the bracelet 
off. 

It wouldn’t budge. It was stuck. 

If she was strong enough to rip a sink out of a wall, why couldn’t she get this 
stupid bracelet off her arm? Charlie didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know 
where to turn. All she knew was that ever since she’d started wearing the 
bracelet she had somehow gained ridiculous speed, extraordinary strength, and 
the power to heal herself. She dropped to her knees, put her face in the grass, and 
yelled—she had to yell. She had to get out her frustration. She could only hope 
that the earth muffled her yells enough to keep others from hearing her, because 
she was totally OOC right now. Out. Of. Control. 

After a few minutes of breathing deeply and trying to get a handle on things, 
Charlie sat up. She got to her feet. There was no one around. Slowly she 
continued walking toward home. Guilt flooded her when she thought of the 
damage she’d done to the girls’ bathroom. It was so insanely impossible that she 
wondered if she’d only imagined it. Maybe she was so stressed out from moving 
that her mind was messing with her. How could this be happening? And how 
could she make it stop if she couldn’t get the bracelet off? 

She’d have to cut it off somehow. Maybe the saw that she’d used to make the 
platform would be sharp enough. On second thought, that was probably a really 
bad idea. Maybe her parents had a safer tool that could break through the metal 
band. Though the location of the toolbox in their garage at the moment was 
anybody’s guess. 

As Charlie neared her neighborhood, she grew calmer, and her thoughts 
began to come together. Who could even make a device like this? And why 
would someone send it to her? She shook her head, marveling at the abilities 
she’d gained from it. Superspeed, amazing strength, crazy healing powers . . . it 
sounded good when she thought about it, anyway. But it wasn’t so great if she 
couldn’t control it. 

By the time she neared the driveway she was calm enough to realize she’d 


have to explain her sodden appearance. Not to mention her missing backpack, 
which she’d left backstage, filled with the weekend’s homework assignments. 
As she began to think of an excuse, she looked up and stopped short. Sitting on 
her front step was Maria, who was staring incredulously at her phone screen. 

“Oh,” Charlie said. Her hand flew to her hair to smooth it. “Hi. I, um... you 
found my house.” 

Maria looked up and studied her, a strange expression on her face. “What 
happened to you?” she asked. She stood as Charlie approached. 

“T got a little wet,” Charlie said. 

Maria frowned and folded her arms. “Explain.” 

“Į—well, I was working on the set for the play.” 

“Yeah?” 

“And I got hot,” Charlie said carefully. It wasn’t a lie. 

Maria tilted her head. 

“And, uh, I got sprayed with water, and I feel cooler now. Gotta stay 
hydrated here in the desert. I’m learning.” 

“Ts that right?” Maria stared her down. 

“Yep,” Charlie said weakly. “So, what are you doing here?” 

Maria clicked her phone off and shoved it into her back pocket. “I got a text 
message from Kelly that the girls’ bathroom by the auditorium exploded. And 
there was water everywhere.” She crossed her arms. 

Charlie blinked. “Oh, really?” she said, feeling the blood drain from her face. 
“That’s horrible.” 

Maria didn’t waver. “She said you’d been there, but you just disappeared.” 
When Charlie didn’t offer any further comment, Maria uncrossed her arms and 
put her hands on her hips. “Spill it, Chuck,” she said. “I’m on to you. I know 
what’s up. You might not read comics, but I do.” Her eyes threw out a challenge. 
“And I know exactly what you are.” 

Charlie’s heart thudded. Her voice faltered. “Y-you do?” 

“Please. I’m not stupid,” she said. She leaned forward, a joking smile playing 
at her lips, and said quietly, “You’re a superhero.” 


CHAPTER 16 
The Secret’s Out 


Tom a—what?” Charlie said, and then she laughed in spite of her situation 
because the thought was so ridiculous. “No, I don’t think so.” 

“Pm serious,” Maria said, with mock sincerity. “You know what I mean— 
you’re, like, what do you call it? Emerging. Just realizing your powers, like 
Peter Parker after he gets bitten but before he figures out he’s Spider-Man.” She 
punched Charlie lightly in the arm. “I can’t believe this is happening right here 


in our little town. Superheroes usually live in big cities. . . .” She trailed off, 
scratching her head. “Hey . . . you’re from a big city.” She wagged her 
eyebrows. “See what I mean?” 

“Maria, stop.” 


Maria narrowed her eyes. “Okay.” She studied Charlie for a long moment, 
and then tilted her head in earnest. “Wait, though. The more I think about it. . . 
and you . . . and the strange things you’re doing . . .” She paused, deep in 
thought. “Nooo,” she whispered. And then slowly she said, “But . . . seriously. 
Do you have any other explanation for the weird things that are happening?” 

Charlie dropped her gaze and didn’t answer. 

“Have you always been able to run really fast?” Maria asked. “And heal 
overnight? And... and did you break the bathroom? I mean, look at you.” Her 
voice softened. “You can trust me.” 

Charlie stared hard at the driveway. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

“Come on,” Maria said, putting her hand on Charlie’s arm. “Were you born 
like this? Or did something, you know, happen to you? Is that why you moved 
here, because people were on to you? ’Cause you’re kind of freaky.” 

“No, that’s not why we moved!” Charlie said, offended. But she knew by 
now there’d be no skirting around the issue or pretending it didn’t exist. Maria 
had figured her out. Maybe she could help her decide what to do. Charlie sighed 
heavily. “Can you keep a secret?” 

“Yes, of course.” 


“Tt—this all just started the other day.” She sighed and glanced at the house. 
The car was in the driveway, and the light in her dad’s den was on. “Come on. 
Let’s take a walk.” 

“Yeah, sure,” said Maria with a look of concern. “You okay, Charlie?” 

“I... Tm not really sure, to be totally honest.” 

The two girls walked down the driveway and turned onto the road. Charlie 
hesitated, thinking about what to say. Everything sounded so bizarre in her head 
—it was hard to explain. But she also knew Maria wasn’t going to take some 
lame excuse for an answer. 

Maria remained quiet, waiting for Charlie to begin. 

Charlie blew out a breath and absently tried to comb through her now-dry 
hair with her fingers, but soon gave up. “Okay, well, this is going to sound 
extremely weird,” she said finally, “but I don’t know what else it could be. I 
think the problem is this bracelet.” She pulled up her sleeve and held out her arm 
for Maria to see. 

Maria gripped Charlie’s arm and studied the bracelet but didn’t touch it. 
“What about it? Is it radioactive? Did an alien give it to you?” 

“Stop,” said Charlie, annoyed. 

“T was being serious,” said Maria. 

“No. It was a gift . . . I think,” Charlie said. “I thought it was one of those 
athletic bracelets that records heart rate, distance, speed—that kind of stuff. I put 
it on the other day for the first time, and nothing changed.” She hesitated, 
wondering about Thursday morning when she ran to her desk in first period and 
it skidded into the aisle—but she wasn’t sure that was so out of the ordinary. 

Charlie went on. “I felt pretty normal until soccer tryouts, I guess. I didn’t 
really realize anything was happening. Not at first, anyway. I mean, I figured I 
was just having a good scrimmage, you know? I didn’t really pay attention to 
how fast I was running because I was just playing the game. But looking back 
now I know you’re right—that was crazy. And my leg...” 

They approached a streetlamp, and Charlie stopped under it. She pulled up 
her pant leg. “See?” 

Maria gasped. “There’s hardly anything there! That’s insane. I saw it—I saw 
how bad it looked. I thought it was broken too.” She looked closer. “Are you 
sure that’s the leg she kicked?” Immediately after asking, she apologized. “Of 
course you are. That was a dumb question.” 

“Tt’s okay. I doubted it too.” Charlie dropped her pant leg, and they resumed 
walking. “I don’t understand it. And then today . . .” She buried her face in her 


hands, mortified by what she’d done to the bathroom. It was such an impossible 
thing that she didn’t even know how to claim responsibility for it. No one would 
believe that a twelve-year-old girl could rip a sink from the wall. And it’s not 
like it was her fault. She didn’t try to wreck anything! It was the stupid bracelet. 

She glanced at Maria. “Did Kelly say she thought I did that to the 
bathroom?” 

Maria shook her head. “No, she just mentioned you’d left. I...” She flashed 
Charlie a guilty look. “Once she told me what was happening in the bathroom, I 
sort of asked her if you were still there, because, well, that’s the first question 
that came to mind, I guess, after seeing the other weird stuff that you were doing. 
And when you came up the driveway all soaking wet . . . How the heck did it 
happen, anyway?” 

Charlie recounted the after-school events, telling Maria how shocked she’d 
been at being able to hold the bed all by herself when Kelly ran off to see that 
Hickory James boy. And she talked about how confused and angry she’d felt 
with all the weird stuff that was happening to her. “I never meant to break 
anything,” Charlie said. “You have to believe me. I felt like I was in a bathroom 
made of newspaper and toothpicks—that’s how easy it was to wreck things.” 
She glanced sidelong at her new friend. “Look, I know you don’t know me very 
well, but breaking up bathrooms is totally not my style.” 

Maria put her arm around Charlie’s shoulders as they walked. “Of course I 
believe you. If it helps, Kelly said the janitor was still on campus and got the 
water shut off right away, so at least there won’t be any damage from that.” 

“That’s a relief.” 

“But I don’t get it—why don’t you just take the bracelet off?” 

“That’s the problem,” Charlie said. “It’s stuck on me! I tried to rip it off after 
the bathroom thing, and it’s totally impossible. I don’t know what happened. 
I’ve taken it off before a bunch of times.” 

“Maybe it’s jammed.” Maria looked at the bracelet again. “If I touch it, is it 
going to, like, do anything to me?” 

“T don’t think so.” 

Gingerly, Maria examined the bracelet. “What’s this pentagon-shaped 
symbol with the logo inside?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

Maria pointed. “Here.” 

Charlie squinted at it, barely making it out in the darkness. “No idea.” 

Maria shrugged and tried to undo the clasp. She yanked and tugged and even 


tried to bite it, but nothing happened. Then she tapped the screen. “What’s the 
deal with this?” 

“T don’t know. There’s never been anything on it. I haven’t been able to get 
the buttons to work either. I think it just needs one of those little watch batteries. 
I was planning to buy one this weekend.” 

“Hmm,” said Maria. When they passed under another streetlamp, she held up 
Charlie’s wrist and pressed her cheek against Charlie’s arm, trying to peer under 
the face of the bracelet. “It doesn’t look like there’s a place to put a battery.” 
Then Maria attempted to twist the bracelet around Charlie’s wrist, but because of 
its oval shape, it couldn’t rotate. “I doubt you’ ll be able to slip it off either.” 

“I haven’t tried with soap yet, but I don’t think it’ll budge . . . unless I slice 
off my thumb first.” 

Maria cringed. “Ick.” 

“I’m going to see if I can find something to cut it with.” 

“Good luck,” Maria muttered. “This thing is solid metal. Don’t do anything 
stupid that would cut your hand off.” 

“That would solve the problem, though,” Charlie said. 

Maria smiled and let go of Charlie’s arm. “Yes, but then you’ll probably 
have to sit out soccer for the season.” 

“Not the way I heal,” Charlie said. “P1 be out a day, maybe two, tops.” 

“That would be really funny if things weren’t so awful.” Maria grew serious. 
“Are you going to tell your parents?” 

Charlie was quiet for a long moment. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. 
“They’ve got a lot going on right now. My mom’s working all the time, and my 
dad’s trying to figure out his new job. .. . They’re a little too busy for me right 
now, I guess.” Charlie’s face clouded, but then she added, “I don’t want to bug 
them with this if I can figure it out myself.” 

Maria squeezed Charlie’s shoulder, faced her, and made a promise. 
“Whatever happens, Charlie, I’m here for you. Pll help you get through this.” 

Charlie felt a wave of relief. She had never needed a friend as much as she 
did right now. It was exactly what she’d hoped to hear. 


CHAPTER 17 
Minor Mishaps 


Charlie felt a lot better after talking things through with Maria, and now she 
had the weekend to figure out what to do. She was glad she didn’t have to worry 
about school stuff for a few days. But she had a lot bigger worries than 
homework. 

She stopped by her dad’s study after she cleaned up. Her father was typing 
intensely and didn’t notice her standing there. “Dad?” she asked tentatively, not 
sure if she should be bothering him. 

He stopped and looked up with a weary smile. “Hi.” 

“Working hard on a Friday night, huh?” 

“I’m trying to get ahead so next week isn’t so hard,” he said, sitting back in 
the chair. “Turns out I’ve really got to brush up on my biology before I can teach 
it—Imagine that.” He chuckled. “It’s been a long time since my days in the lab.” 

“How old was I?” 

“Just a baby.” 

“Are you sad you left that job?” 

“Not at all.” 

Charlie dropped her gaze and said in a softer voice, “Did you just get tired of 
staying home or something?” 

“No, I loved it.” Charlie’s father was quiet for a moment. “I was very lucky 
to get to spend all that time with you and Andy when you were young, and to be 
there for you when you got home from school. But you don’t need me as much 
anymore. And I think it was time for all of us to try something new.” 

“T guess.” Charlie flashed a forlorn smile and traced her big toe along the 
wood floor in a pentagon shape. “I hope you relearn biology fast.” 

“T’m trying, honey,” he said. 

“When is Mom coming? Isn’t she supposed to be home by now?” Charlie 
tried not to sound too whiny or impatient, but her mom was never on time. It was 
getting really annoying. 


“She’s running late. But I told Andy I’d stop working at eight so we can get 
the TV set up. He wants to watch that sea monster movie while we wait for her 
to come home. Want to join us?” 

Charlie wrinkled her nose at Andy’s idea of a fun Friday night. “Yuck. No, 
thanks. I’ve got stuff to do.” 

“Next time you can pick the movie.” 

“Thanks.” It wasn’t much consolation. She went to her bedroom and closed 
the door, then got on the internet and searched “How to get a bracelet off.” 

The number of results was absurd. Clearly this was a huge problem for a lot 
of people. Somehow that didn’t make Charlie feel any better. 

She clicked on the first link, a video, and watched as a woman put a plastic 
vegetable bag from the grocery store over her hand and threaded it under her 
stuck bracelet, then slowly guided the bracelet to come off her hand. 

Charlie paused the video and went to the kitchen. She rummaged around for 
a plastic bag. 

“What are you doing?” called Andy, who was lying half upside down on the 
couch, playing his DS. 

“Nothing,” she said, and ran back up to her room. She closed the door again 
and rewatched the video, trying to copy what the lady was doing. The bag 
threaded under her bracelet without too much trouble. But when it came to 
sliding the bracelet off, it wasn’t happening. “Your hands are really small, lady, 
you know that?” said Charlie, frustrated. “Or mine are giant beefy ones.” 

She set aside the bag and read another article, then went back to the kitchen 
to see if she could find liquid soap, ice, glass cleaner, and cooking oil. But no 
one had hooked up the ice maker yet, and there was no glass cleaner anywhere 
that Charlie could see. It was probably still packed. And instead of cooking oil, 
all she found was some oil and vinegar salad dressing in the fridge, left over 
from a take-out meal. She grabbed that along with a bottle of soap, hid it under 
her shirt, and ran back to the stairs. 

“Now what are you doing?” asked Andy in a bored voice. He was still upside 
down on the couch, trying to pick up his water glass from the coffee table and 
drink from it without spilling. 

“Nothing. Leave me alone,” said Charlie. She ran up the steps to the 
bathroom that she shared with Andy and locked the door, then put the soap and 
salad dressing on the counter. She tried the soap first, lathering it generously 
over her wrist and hand and pushing some under the bracelet, letting the excess 
drip into the sink. Then she pulled on the bracelet with all her might, trying to 


slide the thing off. But it wouldn’t go. 

Where’s my superstrength now? she wondered. She rinsed off the soap, then 
opened the container of salad dressing. It stank. But it was oily. Breathing 
through her mouth, Charlie poured the concoction on her arm above and below 
the bracelet, then massaged it in. Little flecks of herbs and spices freckled her 
skin. She tried again to remove the bracelet. 

Andy knocked on the bathroom door. “What are you doing?” 

Charlie gasped and dropped the container on the counter, half of what 
remained spilling out. “Go away!” 

“Pm sooo bored.” She heard a series of dull thuds, like the sound Andy’s 
forehead might make thumping against the door. 

Charlie picked up the salad dressing container and set it in the sink, then 
grabbed a wad of toilet paper to wipe up the counter. “Go bother Dad! I’m 
busy.” She cleaned up the spill, then looked at the toilet paper. What was she 
supposed to do with it now? Hastily she threw it in the toilet and flushed. 

“Why does it stink like cheese and dirty socks?” 

“Ugh, GO AWAY,” Charlie yelled again. “Why don’t you call one of your 
new friends?” 

“Oh, hey,” said Andy, “that’s a good idea.” He left. 

By now the bathroom sink was coated in salad dressing, and so was a good 
portion of Charlie and the bracelet. She strained to slide it off, but the more she 
tried, the redder and more painful her wrist became. At one point her hand 
slipped and she splattered salad dressing over the bathroom mirror. 

“Good thing we don’t have any glass cleaner,” she muttered. She looked at 
the bracelet, and then at her smelly, slimy self, and decided she’d had enough. 
The bracelet wasn’t going to come off this way. The internet was flat-out wrong. 

Charlie cleaned up the bathroom, smearing the dressing on the mirror using 
Andy’s towel to get off the drips. She opened the window to air out the stink, 
then took a shower to clean off the rest of her and the bracelet. When she was 
done, she brought everything back to the kitchen, unnoticed by Andy, who was 
finally sitting with her dad watching that movie. 

Back in her room, Charlie’s mind returned to something she’d thought about 
while trying to get the bracelet off: What had happened to her amazing strength? 
It was gone. 

She looked around her bedroom, wondering if she could test the bracelet 
somehow without anyone noticing. Her bed and desk had been hastily set up last 
weekend when they moved in. But everything else was still in the garage. 


Charlie had been wanting to move her bed to the other side of the room, but her 
parents were never around to help her. If the bracelet was working, Charlie 
wouldn’t need help. She closed her bedroom door and pushed the desk into a 
comer. And then she took a good grip on the foot of her bed and lifted as hard as 
she could. 

It made a squeaky noise and moved about an inch. With a huff, Charlie set it 
back down. She tried again, and it barely budged. 

“What the heck,” she muttered. Her strength had definitely stopped working. 

Having to change her room around the old-fashioned way was much less 
appealing, so Charlie decided to skip that for now and test her speed instead, to 
see if that part worked. 

“Going for a walk,” she called to her dad in the family room. “PI stay in the 
neighborhood.” She slipped outside and began jogging just to see if anything had 
changed. When she didn’t notice anything special, she sped up, then started 
sprinting. But her speed was its usual pace. Had she somehow turned off the 
bracelet? Or perhaps it needed to be recharged. But how? 

Maybe everything was solved and life was back to normal. It was funny—a 
part of her was a little disappointed. 

Charlie’s phone vibrated with a group text from her mother. 

“T’m on the way home!” it read. She’d sent it to her dad and Andy too. 

“You were supposed to be home three hours ago,” said Charlie. She pushed 
her phone back into her pocket without answering. She’d let her dad and brother 
respond. 

With her thoughts on her parents and Andy, Charlie slowed to a walk. 
Tonight was supposed to be the first full evening that everyone was home since 
they’d moved. And obviously that hadn’t happened—at least not yet. It 
definitely wouldn’t happen often now with their mom’s schedule. Or their dad’s 
—apparently starting in the middle of the semester wasn’t easy for him either. 
Almost overnight, life at home had become really different. 

Andy was the lucky one. He’d had no trouble making friends in the 
neighborhood and at his new school, which kind of bugged Charlie because it 
came so easily for him. But even he had complained a few times about their 
parents being too busy—it was tough for both of them. And all of them were just 
trying to get through a long first week in Arizona. 

As Charlie turned back toward home, she saw her mom walking up the street 
from the bus stop. Finally! Charlie quickened her step and followed her inside. 
Her annoyance with her mother melted a little now that she was actually here. 


Charlie hesitated, then snuck into the living room and squeezed onto the couch 
between her mom and the cats to watch the rest of the movie. Her mom kissed 
Charlie on her head and put her arm around her. 

This was what it was supposed to be like. Charlie could worry about getting 
the bracelet off tomorrow. For now she was just happy that her family was 
together. 


CHAPTER 18 
A Mind of Its Own 


The entire Wilde family planned to get up early the next day so they could 
tackle the boxes in the garage. Charlie set her phone alarm for 7:00 a.m. and was 
in a deep sleep when it went off. The music blasted at top volume, and Charlie 
almost jumped out of bed. She lunged blindly for the phone to silence it, and 
then she collapsed into her pillow again and rested there for a moment, catching 
her breath. When she got over the shock and remembered who she was and what 
day it was, she turned on her bedside lamp and looked at her phone. The screen 
was cracked. 

Charlie gasped. “Oh no!” Her wrist was warm under the bracelet. Her 
strength had returned. But her phone! Luckily it hadn’t shattered, and it still 
worked. But she’d have some explaining to do when her parents found out. 
She’d only had the phone since the beginning of sixth grade, and her parents had 
warned her that if she lost it or broke it, they wouldn’t replace it, so she’d better 
be careful. She’d done so well with it—until now. That stupid bracelet was 
going to make her look really irresponsible if she wasn’t careful. She had to find 
the tools today so she could get the thing off. 

Until then she would have to be very careful not to break anything else. 
From that point on, Charlie tiptoed around the house trying not to touch 
anything, which was very hard to do, and also made her look weird. She cringed 
when she pictured herself trying to handle anything fragile. Today was about to 
get interesting. 

After breakfast Charlie and Andy headed out to the garage while their 
parents cleaned up the dishes. 

“PII start with my stuff,” Charlie said, thinking that if she broke anything, 
nobody else would have to know about it. When Andy opened the door, Charlie 
darted around him. Apparently her speed had returned, too. 

“What the—” Andy said. “Um, excuse me.” 

“You’re excused,” Charlie replied with a smug grin. She forced herself to 


walk carefully through the aisles to the back where her boxes were. A few sat 
open from when she’d searched for her soccer equipment, and the empty 
package that had held the bracelet was there, too. Charlie picked it up and 
examined it for a second time. It was just as she remembered. No return address. 
And no other clues. 

Charlie pulled the note from inside, reread it, and tried to figure out whose 
handwriting it could be. She had to admit that none of her friends wrote like that 
—all loopy and old-fashioned—but maybe they had their parents send it or 
something. She pulled out her phone and texted Amari carefully so she wouldn’t 
crack the screen further. “Hi! I miss you!” 

“Ack!” came the reply. “At the Laundromat with my dad. Pipes froze, and 
the one connected to the washer exploded and flooded the basement—you 
shoulda seen it.” 

“Yikes!” wrote Charlie. 

“Yeah, it’s a mess—check my photos online. How are you?” 

“Better. I was wondering if anybody from the team might have said 
something to you about that bracelet I mentioned.” 

“Nope. But why don’t you just group text?” 

“Okay, yeah. Good idea.” 

Charlie started a group message with all her friends from her old school, 
which kept her phone buzzing with replies for the next several minutes. It was 
fun to hear from everybody, but they fired lots of questions at her about how she 
was liking the new school. 

“Ahem!” Andy called from the opposite corner of the garage. “You’re not 
getting much done over there.” 

Charlie abandoned the flurry of responses and questions, and put her phone 
and the note that had accompanied the bracelet into her pocket. “Worry about 
your own junk.” She discarded the packaging and gingerly lifted the top box 
from one of her stacks. It was filled with outdoor things: jump rope, skateboard, 
sidewalk chalk from when she was five—stuff like that. She moved the box to 
the corner since it would stay out here. 

She peeked at the next two and found clothing in them. Keeping them 
stacked, she carried them both into the house. Andy passed her in the kitchen on 
his way back to get another load. 

“Must be full of feathers,” Andy said, pointing to her load. 

“Like your head,” replied Charlie. 

Andy made a face and skirted around her. “Why are you walking so weird?” 


“Why are you even allowed in the house?” Charlie said, and then they both 
cracked up. Andy was annoying sometimes, but he could take an insult as easily 
as he could give it, and that was cool. 

Charlie continued on methodically, worried about bumping into things for 
fear of breaking something. She saw her parents coming down the stairs to get 
more boxes and let them pass before she went up to her room. 

“That’s the way,” her mom said approvingly. “We’ll have this done by lunch 
if you keep that up.” 

“If we get pizza again, I’ll pass,” Charlie muttered. She never thought she’d 
be tired of fast food, but after a week of mainly eating takeout, Charlie longed 
for her dad’s special recipes. Maybe he’d be able to cook something now that it 
was the weekend. 

In her room she emptied the boxes of clothes into her dresser drawers, broke 
down the cardboard, and went back to the garage. 

Andy made a few more obnoxious remarks while she continued unpacking. 
Her phone buzzed continuously with responses from her friends, all saying they 
didn’t know anything about the bracelet and asking even more questions, so she 
kept having to stop to answer. As much as she liked hearing from them, she 
wished she had picked a different time to text everyone. She let the phone 
vibrate while she took another trip up the stairs. 

Every time she passed Andy, he made another remark about the way she was 
opening doors or moving boxes. It had been funny the first few times, but now it 
was Starting to get annoying. He didn’t know when to quit. 

Once Charlie finished with her unpacking, she started on the containers 
marked Linen Closet, figuring there wasn’t much in them she could break. As 
their parents began carting some furniture inside, Andy returned to the garage. 
“Oooh, you moved all the feathers one at a time, and now you’ve graduated to 
washcloths. Congratulations!” 

Charlie sighed impatiently as she opened a large plastic storage container of 
throw pillows. “Seriously, Andy. Shut it.” Her phone continued to vibrate like 
crazy in her pocket, so she stopped and yanked out the phone, remembering at 
the last moment to be gentle turning it off so she wouldn’t destroy it. It was 
growing increasingly frustrating to be so careful with every move. 

“My mistake,” Andy said sarcastically. “Not washcloths. Pillows. Don’t 
break your back lifting too many of those—” 

“Enough already!” Charlie impulsively grabbed a pillow and launched it at 
him. It whizzed through the air and struck Andy in the stomach, sending him 


soaring into a stack of boxes. 

“Oof!” said Andy. The boxes were heavy. The top one slid and teetered, then 
fell off the pile. Files spilled out over the garage floor. 

Charlie’s hand flew to her mouth, but she soon relaxed when she realized 
Andy wasn’t hurt. 

Andy lay there for a minute, dazed, and then sat up and stared at her. “Sorry. 
Gosh.” 

Charlie gaped and went over to him as heat pulsed around her wrist. And 
then a small smile tugged at her lips. “I warned you, ya little butt squeak,” she 
said. Holding back a laugh, she thought about throwing another pillow, but 
instead she carefully gathered up the files, straightened their contents, and put 
them back. 

Talos Global—Charles’s Study, she read on the side of the box. Her dad’s 
old work stuff. She lifted the box and set it back on the stack. When everything 
was neatly put away again, she went back to the container of pillows and carried 
it—very delicately—into the house. 

Maybe this bracelet was worth keeping after all. 


CHAPTER 19 
A Broken Promise 


As mysteriously as the powers had come, they were gone. By Sunday Charlie 
was pretty sure that the bracelet was functioning only when it turned her arm 
warm, but she still didn’t know how to trigger it. 

Andy had acquired a sudden new respect for his older sister, which was an 
added bonus because he stopped bugging her when he was bored. Charlie’s 
group text messages with her friends back in Chicago eventually lessened, and 
once Charlie had time to reply she had a lot of fun catching up with everyone. 
Chatting with them made her a little homesick, but it was nice to be able to tell 
them a little bit about where she lived now. Once she’d learned that none of 
them had sent the bracelet, Charlie called her grandma to see how she was doing, 
and ask if she had dropped the bracelet off. 

But Grandma hadn’t done it either. 

Charlie called Maria to update her. “Still no idea who gave this to me,” 
Charlie said, talking softly in her room so nobody would overhear. 

“That’s so weird,” said Maria. 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “I found the garden toolboxes, so I’m going to try to 
cut the thing off this morning.” She nibbled at her bottom lip, wondering if her 
new friend wanted to get together but not quite daring to ask outright. “So, do 
you have a lot of stuff going on later?” 

“We always have a big family lunch on Sundays,” said Maria. “My 
stepbrothers are here until three, then they go to their mom’s. I’m free after that. 
Want me to text you? Maybe we can hang out.” 

“That would be great,” said Charlie happily. 

“Cool, Pll check in with you later!” 

They hung up. 

Charlie slunk around the house to see where everybody was. Andy was 
working on an old Lord of the Rings Lego set that he’d unearthed during the 
unpacking, which would keep him busy in his room for hours. Mom was at the 


hospital for who knew how long. And Dad was holed up in his study with the 
door closed, working on lesson plans for the coming week. Charlie finally had a 
chance to open the toolboxes and dig around to try to find something that would 
cut through the bracelet. 

She found a wire cutter, but it barely left a scratch. In the crate of yard tools 
there was a branch cutter, but it didn’t do anything either. The stronger, more 
elaborate cutting tools she found were too big or too heavy to give Charlie a 
decent grip on their handles since she could only use one hand. Not to mention 
the blade points were sharp enough that they made her think twice about 
pressing them against her skin. She didn’t care how quickly she could heal— 
those suckers could really hurt if her grip slipped! 

Out of options, she gave up. The bracelet would have to stay. Despite its 
disasters, Charlie had also seen some of its benefits, like keeping Andy in check. 
So she wasn’t totally disappointed about it. Maybe it could help her in other 
ways, too, if she could ever figure out how it worked. 

With no homework to do and Maria busy for at least another hour, Charlie 
grabbed her soccer ball and went to the vacant football stadium near school to 
run drills and to see if she could activate the bracelet. But no matter how hard 
she tried to get her speed ability to turn on, it wasn’t happening. 

After a while Charlie’s cell phone vibrated. It was a text from Maria. “Come 
to my house! Let’s do some research.” A second text gave Maria’s address and 
directions on how to get there. 

Charlie studied the directions, oriented herself, and realized she was almost 
halfway there already. Research, huh? she wondered. She wasn’t sure what 
Maria had in mind, but she was curious to find out. 

She dribbled the soccer ball to the path, texting her dad as she went along to 
let him know where she’d be. When he gave the okay, Charlie picked up her 
pace and soon found herself in a neighborhood on the other side of the school, 
walking up the driveway to Maria’s house. 

She rang the doorbell. There was a series of thumps coming from inside, and 
then an intense amount of barking. Maria opened the door and commanded two 
large dogs to sit. They obeyed, unlike Jessie, who didn’t bark much but always 
jumped on people. Charlie wasn’t positive what kind they were, but she thought 
the brown-and-black one looked like it was part German shepherd, and the other 
had the distinct red coat and floppy ears of an Irish setter. 

“Come on in!” Maria said. In a softer voice she asked, “Are you doing okay? 
Anything horrible happen since I saw you last?” 


Charlie put a fist out for the dogs to sniff and showed Maria her cell phone. 
“You could say that.” 

“Yikes,” Maria said. “How’d you do that?” 

Charlie grimaced. “Turning off my alarm yesterday morning.” 

“You broke your screen just touching it?” Maria asked. “No luck cutting the 
bracelet off, I see.” 

“Nope.” Charlie looked around Maria’s house. It was cozy and warm, 
painted in a palette of browns and tans, and furnished with the kind of traditional 
Southwest design that Charlie was still trying to get used to: horseshoes and 
cowboy hat throw pillows, brown leather furniture, small potted cacti. As Maria 
led Charlie through the house, she could hear the clatter of pots and pans. The 
warm scent of spices lingered in the air. They entered the kitchen, where three 
adults were cleaning up on the other side of a large island. 

“Mama,” said Maria with a hint of an accent. “This is my new friend, 
Charlie, I told you about.” She straightened and pushed in the bar stools as she 
talked. “Charlie, this is my mom, Maytée; my stepdad, Ken; and my 
grandmother, Yolanda.” 

The older woman said something to Maria that Charlie couldn’t understand. 

“Si, Abuela,” said Maria. She turned to Charlie. “Grandma’s visiting from 
Puerto Rico.” 

“We’re so pleased to meet you,” said Maria’s mother, who was very pretty 
and looked like a grown-up Maria. Her hair was black and silky, and hung 
straight down to the middle of her back. 

“Pleased to meet you,” echoed Maria’s equally striking grandmother with a 
bright smile and a heavy accent. She waved her dish towel in greeting. 

“Welcome,” said Ken warmly. “Are you hungry? We have leftovers—unless 
Mac ate them all.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie, pleased and a little overwhelmed by how friendly 
Maria’s family was. “Thank you! I already ate lunch. It’s nice to meet you too.” 

“Come on,” said Maria. “PII show you my room.” She ushered Charlie 
through the dining room and down a hallway to the last door on the left, and 
hesitated in front of it. She touched the handle but didn’t open it. “Um... 
there’s something I should probably tell you. I hope you don’t mind,” she said, 
looking guilty. 

“Mind what?” asked Charlie. 

Maria pushed open the door, and Charlie looked inside. Mac was sitting at 
Maria’s desk, holding an iPad. 


Charlie was confused. Why would Maria think she’d mind Mac being there? 
But then her lips parted, and a wave of dread came over her. She gripped the 
doorframe and turned to Maria, fire in her eyes. “Did you tell him?” she 
whispered. She could feel the wood starting to give way under her fingertips. 

Maria bit her lip and nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry. I hope you’re not too mad.” 

Mac turned around in the chair. “Hey, Charlie,” he said. 

Mad? Charlie was absolutely furious. Betrayed by the only person who knew 
the truth—her friend who said she could keep a secret, not tell the whole world! 
The bracelet grew hot on her forearm as a jumble of emotions built up inside her. 
She closed her eyes and, with effort, loosened her grip on the cracking 
doorframe and clenched her fists at her sides. She couldn’t destroy anything else. 
Not even the house of a traitor. 


CHAPTER 20 
Maria Has a Plan 


“Back out in the hallway,” Charlie ordered, glaring at Maria. 

They stepped outside the bedroom door, and Maria closed it. She spoke 
quietly, the clatter of dishes in the background reminding them both of the 
nearness of grown-ups. “I know you’re mad. But listen—” 

“No, you listen,” Charlie said in a harsh whisper. “What were you thinking? 
What if he tells other people? My life will be ruined!” Tears stung her eyes, 
which made her even angrier. “Jeez, Maria—don’t you know it’s hard enough 
being new here? Now everyone will know I’m a freak. I thought you were my 
friend.” She turned away and covered her eyes with her hand, trying to maintain 
control of herself. But it was hard. She really liked Maria, but now all she 
wanted was to go back home to Chicago and never see these people again. 
“What a disaster,” she whispered, slumping against the wall. “I hate it here.” 

“Oh, Charlie!” Maria started to reach out her hand to comfort her but then 
clearly thought the better of it and pulled back. She pursed her lips, her face 
filled with regret. After waiting respectfully to make sure Charlie was finished 
speaking, she cleared her throat. “Charlie,” she said earnestly, “I promise you 
Mac won’t tell anyone. And I only told him about the bracelet and the weird 
powers because he can help us.” 

“Us?” Charlie asked, her voice full of contempt. 

“You, I mean, obviously.” Maria shook her head, frustrated with herself. 
“I’m really sorry I hurt your feelings. And I’m also really sorry I didn’t check 
with you first before talking to Mac. I should have.” 

“No kidding,” Charlie muttered. 

“T’m totally the worst.” 

Charlie hesitated. “Yes. You totally are.” 

“T’m worse than a barrel full of peas. Squeaky ones.” 

Charlie made a noise. It almost sounded like a laugh, but she quickly snarled 
to cover it. “Yes, you’re much worse than that.” 


Maria let out a breath. “Won’t you peas forgive me?” 

Charlie groaned. 

“Because seriously, Mac won’t tell anybody. I promise. And we really do 
need him.” 

Charlie was quiet for a long moment. “To get the bracelet off, you mean?” 

“Maybe. Or at least figure out what it is and why it has this crazy effect on 
you. And maybe even try to hack it.” 

Charlie peeked at Maria. “Do you think he can?” 

She nodded. “He’s the best. You’ve seen him—people pay him to do junk 
like this. Only of course he’ll help you for free.” 

Charlie blew out a breath. Maria had a point. “All right,” she said, resigned. 
“T guess there’s nothing we can do about it now. We can’t untell him.” She slid 
her forefingers under her eyes in case any of her tears had leaked out, and 
sighed. “Let’s do this.” 

Maria smiled. “You’re awesome.” She opened her bedroom door. “Yo, Mac. 
Come on. We’re going out to the shed.” 

Without a word, Mac grabbed his iPad, tucked it under his arm, and followed 
the girls out through the back door to a little shed in the yard. 

“Welcome to my hideout,” Maria said. The shed smelled faintly of motor oil. 
In one corner was an old lawn mower and a gas can with a funnel on the spout. 
In another, three bikes of various sizes. There was a workbench with several 
cupboards on the wall above it and a number of tool drawers below, and a tidy 
desk area with a lamp and a recycled soup can for pencils. 

Maria pulled out the desk chair for Mac to sit in, then rummaged around for 
another item for Charlie to use as a chair. 

Mac sat down and laid his iPad on the table as he responded to a text 
message on his phone. In the awkward silence, Charlie glanced at the tablet. He 
had the Animal Planet website up and a Dr. Jeff: Rocky Mountain Vet tab open. 
Another tab read “12 Secret iPhone Hacks.” His search bar had the question 
“When is Shark Week?” in it. Charlie raised an eyebrow and folded her arms 
over her chest. 

Maria returned with a rectangular wooden crate and set it on end next to 
Mac. “Here you go,” she said. 

Charlie perched on top of it. Mac set his phone on the desk and looked at the 
girls. 

“Okay,” Maria said. “First of all, Mac, can you please promise that you 
won't tell anyone about Charlie’s bracelet or about the strange things that are 


happening to her? Or about anything we discuss or discover here today or in the 
future?” 

“Yeah, sure,” Mac said. 

“Say it,” Maria prompted. 

Mac gave her a slightly annoyed look but turned to Charlie. “I won’t tell 
anybody anything about any of this. I promise. And,” he added, “I think it’s 
actually pretty cool you’ve got these powers.” 

Charlie gave him a hard look, then nodded, satisfied. “Okay. Thanks.” 

“You’re welcome. Can I see it now?” 

“What?” 

“The bracelet. I need to see it.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie. She stretched out her arm and rested it on the table next 
to Mac’s iPad. He snapped a couple of pictures with it, then pulled out his cell 
phone and took a few more, zooming in and using features on his camera phone 
that Charlie had never seen before. “Flip your arm over, will you?” he asked. 

Charlie did it. Mac took more photos. He lifted his head and glanced around. 
“You got any more light in here, Maria? This flash isn’t doing it.” 

Maria reached for the flexible work lamp from the corner of the desk and 
brought it as far as its cord would reach. She flipped the switch, and light 
flooded the area. Mac took a few more pictures, and then he narrowed his eyes 
and studied the etchings. “What’s the pentagon symbol all about?” 

“I don’t know,” said Charlie. 

“Tt looks like a logo inside. Are those letters? It’s like a letter Tanda...aC. 
Or is that an O?” Mac twisted Charlie’s wrist, holding it to the light. “Maybe it’s 
just a circle,” he muttered. 

“Ow,” said Charlie. 

“Sorry.” Mac straightened her arm and examined the dark screen, then 
tapped it. “Does this work?” 

“No.” 

Mac looked at the buttons on the side. He pressed one, then another, then 
two at once. Nothing happened. He pushed the remaining buttons in much the 
same manner, then continued without any pattern at all. 

Charlie watched him. “You’re just pressing them randomly.” 

Mac looked up. “Yeah. So? Did you try that already?” 

“Not really,” Charlie admitted. 

“Okay then. I don’t tell you how to play soccer, now do I? You got me?” He 
continued. 


Charlie made a face. 

Maria shrugged. “He really is the most tech-smart person I know,” she said. 

“Yeah, he’s really something,” Charlie said drily. 

Mac ignored them and kept messing with the buttons. 

Charlie looked around the shed. “Do you do your homework in here?” she 
asked Maria. It was kind of cool to have a quiet place like this to go to. It was 
like a secret little house. 

“Sometimes. I’ve got three stepbrothers, so when they’re here, the house gets 
a little crowded. It’s complicated—don’t ask.” Maria hopped up on the table 
nearby. 

“They’re cool,” Mac said, not looking up from his task. “We hang out.” 

Maria nodded. “True. Mac’s here practically more than I am.” 

“That’s nice,” said Charlie. She was getting bored, and it was weird having 
Mac pawing at her arm and breathing all over it. “I just have a younger brother,” 
she said. “I hit him with a pillow yesterday. Threw it so hard he flew backward 
into a stack of boxes.” 

“No way,” said Mac. He looked up. 

“Seriously?” Maria asked. 

“Yeah.” Charlie laughed a little, remembering. 

Maria and Mac looked at each other, and Mac raised an eyebrow. 

“What?” Charlie asked. 

“Nothing if I can’t get this thing to work,” Mac said. He kept pushing 
buttons, and then he pressed two of them and held them down. 

“And what happens if you can?” 





Mac didn’t answer—he was counting under his breath as he held the buttons 
Maria just shrugged, but she looked like she was hiding something. 

Charlie frowned, wondering what they were plotting. But she didn’t have 
much time to spend thinking about it, because a moment later, Mac gasped. 

“Whoa!” he breathed. “Check it out.” As Maria and Charlie bent toward him 
to look at the bracelet, he read the message that now scrolled on the screen: 


CHIMERA MARK FIVE ... DEFENSE MODE INITIATED... KEY IN 
ACCESS CODE TO DEACTIVATE. 


CHAPTER 21 
Defense Mode 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Charlie asked. “Chimera Mark Five? 
Defense mode? Access code? What?” 

“Mark Five,” mused Maria. “Like Iron Man and his suits! I wonder if that 
means there’s a version four out there somewhere? And a three?” 

Charlie didn’t know much about Iron Man, but she too wondered why the 
bracelet would be called a Mark Five. “Yeah—maybe it’s like how new versions 
of phones and programs are named. Like iPhone 7 or Windows 10.” 

“So, you think there might be other bracelets out there?” asked Maria, eyes 
widening. 

Charlie thought about it. “Don’t people just get rid of their old phones when 
they get an upgrade?” 

Maria shrugged. “I guess.” 

“Hmm.” Mac had been studying the phrases as they flashed across the 
bracelet’s screen, and while the girls discussed the meaning of Mark Five, he 
turned to his tablet, typed “Chimera Mark Five,” and hit Enter, then sat back and 
frowned as the search engine produced no results. “Nothing? Seriously?” He 
shrugged and deleted the last two words, then hit Enter again. 

“Chimera,” he said, reading the page in front of him, and then he clicked on 
the audible pronunciation. “ki-MEER-ah,” it said. 

Mac read the description and summarized, “Basically, it’s a creature from 
Greek mythology made up of different animal parts.” 

Maria looked horrified. “Different animal parts? Sorry, but that’s just gross.” 

Mac glanced at her, confused at first. “What? No! Not chopped-off limbs 
glued together, Maria.” 

Charlie laughed out loud as Mac continued. “The parts are, like, naturally 
grown or whatever. A chimera is a supercreature with the most powerful features 
of a bunch of—” He stopped abruptly and looked at the bracelet. 

Charlie leaned over his shoulder and read the tablet screen. “The most 


powerful features of a bunch of animals,” she finished softly. The shed was dead 
silent. 

Maria’s eyes widened. “Oh. You mean like the speed of one animal.” 

“And the strength of another,” Mac said slowly, looking at Maria. 

“And the healing power of one too,” Maria said. The two turned to stare at 
Charlie. 

“That’s insane,” Charlie said. Her heart raced, and a wave of panic moved 
through her. “Really insane.” She stood up and shook her arm in front of Mac’s 
face. “You have to get this thing off me. Now.” 

“T can’t,” Mac said. “Like the message says, we need a code to do that. Did it 
come with a code? Any instructions? Anything?” 

“No, I didn’t see any code. Nothing like that,” Charlie said. “Just a note.” 
She scrambled to produce it and held it out to Maria. “Here.” 

Maria unfolded it and read aloud: “‘Charlie, it’s time. You know what to 
do.’” She turned it over, saw that side was blank, and looked at Mac. “There’s 
no signature. No code. Nothing. That’s it.” 

“I thought it was about soccer,” Charlie said, agitated. “But now I’m sure I 
don’t have a clue what to do.” She pulled her arm away, but Mac grabbed it. 

“Hang on,” he said. He tapped on the screen, and a number keypad came up. 
Below the numbers was a Shift key and a space bar. He pushed the Shift key, 
and a new keypad came up, this time with the first half of the alphabet. Once 
again Mac pushed the Shift key, and the second half of the alphabet appeared. 

He hit the Enter key. 

An ERROR screen popped up, then disappeared, returning him to the 
scrolling words asking for an access code. 

“Okay,” he muttered. “But how many characters?” 

Charlie gave Maria a tortured look. 

Mac let go and turned to his iPad and started a new search. “I’m going to 
need time to figure out this code. It could be all numbers, all letters, or a 
combination. And I can’t figure out how long it is.” 

“How much time?” Charlie asked anxiously. 

“I don’t know. Since we have no idea who sent it, we can’t start with the 
usual common passwords: family and pet names, birth dates, and stuff like that.” 
He looked at Charlie. “Can I see it again?” 

Charlie held out her arm, and he tried entering a few random combinations 
and hitting the Enter key. All of them resulted in the ERROR screen, giving him 
no further indication of how many characters the ID code had. When he let go, 


Charlie got up and started pacing. A chimera bracelet? Thinking about it was 
really unsettling. 

Maria hopped off the table and went to Charlie’s side. “It’s going to be okay, 
Charlie. Nothing has changed—you just know more about it now. I get that it’s 
stuck on you, but you’ve been surviving all right with it on you this long, so 
maybe take a few deep breaths, okay? And you’re not a chimera, or whatever 
that thing is. You just have the powers of some animals, right? Which is actually 
extremely cool, if you think about it.” 

“Tt’s still creepy.” Charlie took a deep breath, almost afraid to let it out in 
case fire burst from her mouth or something, but nothing happened. She felt 
human, like always. 

“You look totally normal,” Maria assured her. 

“Except for your fangs,” Mac added. 

“Fangs?” Charlie cried, her hand flying to her mouth. 

“Mac!” Maria said. “Not cool. Can’t you see Charlie is freaking out?” She 
looked at Charlie. “You don’t have fangs. You look the same as you did your 
first day of school. And seriously, you have great powers. I mean, think about 
its? 

Charlie glared at the back of Mac’s head, but he was looking at his phone, 
flipping through his code-hacking apps. After a minute she relaxed a little. 
“Maybe it’s not so bad,” she conceded. Mac’s joke was kind of funny. And 
having these powers didn’t actually make her an animal. 

“Not so bad?” Mac said. “What are you talking about? It’s terrific.” He 
sounded a bit envious. 

Charlie pursed her lips. “Maybe. I’d like it a lot more if I could take it off 
when I wanted to, though.” 

“Mac will figure that out,” Maria said. “Don’t worry.” 

“Yeah,” warned Mac, “I hope so anyway. I’ve got to let these programs run 
and see what codes they come up with. And then Pll have to enter them one at a 
time, since there’s no way to hook the bracelet up to my tablet. So it’ll take a 
while.” 

“That sounds . . . exciting,” said Charlie with zero enthusiasm. 

“Hmm,” said Maria, an impish smile playing at her lips. “Maybe it’s time for 
the fun part.” 

Mac shrugged, then nodded. 

Charlie eyed Maria suspiciously. “What fun part?” 

“You'll see. Come with me.” Maria smiled and put her hands on Charlie’s 


shoulders, turned her in the direction of the door, and gently pushed her toward 
it. Mac, still working on his phone, got up, grabbed his iPad, and followed them. 

“Where are we going?” Charlie asked. She stooped to pick up her soccer ball 
as they went. 

“To the soccer field.” 

Charlie stopped and frowned. “Why?” 

Maria’s eyes twinkled. “Because, my friend, I think it’s time to see exactly 
what this sweet bracelet can do.” 


CHAPTER 22 
Figuring Out the Trigger 


“No way!” Charlie said, planting her feet in the doorway of the shed and 
blocking Maria and Mac from getting past her. “Tell me what you’re planning or 
I am out of here. I mean it.” 

“Tell her, Maria,” Mac said. “She’s right. She’s not our test subject.” 

Charlie was glad to have Mac backing her up, but then she did a double take. 
“Your test subject?” 

“Bad choice of words,” Mac said. “What I meant was that you’re not a 
chimera. You’re a person, so you decide things about your own . . . self. About 
your own powers. Whatever we’re calling them.” 

“You’re totally right,” Maria said sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I was just thinking 
that since it’ll take some time to crack the code, maybe we could learn more, you 
know? Test your abilities. See how fast you can run, how much you can lift. 
Stuff like that. And who knows—maybe we’ll accidentally figure out how to 
control the powers, too.” 

Charlie narrowed her eyes. “That’s it?” 

“Yep. That’s all I had in mind. I mean, aren’t you curious to find out?” 

Maria was pretty convincing. It would be cool to know how fast she could 
run. “I guess so,” said Charlie. “Yeah.” She stepped through the doorway, and 
the three started walking toward school. “But I don’t know if we’ll be able to get 
it to do anything,” she added. “The bracelet doesn’t work all the time. 
Sometimes it doesn’t do anything for hours.” 

Mac looked up from his cell phone. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean it gives me powers sometimes and not others. I tried running fast the 
other night, and I couldn’t get it to work. It’s like . . . like a lightbulb that’s not 
screwed in all the way, you know? Sometimes it’s on, sometimes it flickers and 
goes off... .” It wasn’t the best way to describe it, but it was the only thing 
Charlie could think of. 

“So ...do you think there’s a short circuit in the bracelet or something?” 


Mac wondered. “Some sort of glitch?” 

“T don’t know. Maybe.” 

“Hmm.” Mac lifted Charlie’s arm once more and pushed a few buttons on 
the bracelet, but the message continued scrolling as before. He shook his head, 
puzzled, and gave up—for the moment, at least. 


At the field, Maria had Charlie stand at the boundary line behind one goal, ready 
to run as fast as she could to midfield, which was forty yards away. Mac stood 
prepared to film the run on his phone so he could be absolutely precise with 
calculating speed. He wasn’t looking for Charlie’s average speed over the forty 
yards—he wanted her top speed. Once he broke down the footage and analyzed 
it, he’d be able to pinpoint the exact number. 

“Ready over here,” Mac said. He started recording. 

Maria looked at Charlie. “Ready?” 

Charlie nodded. 

“Go!” Maria said. 

Charlie sprinted over the grass as fast as she could go. She crossed the line 
and slowed down, breathing hard, then circled back to where Mac stood. 

“Well?” she asked. 

Mac watched the replay and did some quick calculations in his head. “Well, 
you run a decent forty-yard dash, but you’re not breaking any records.” 

“So you’re saying it didn’t work.” 

Mac smiled patronizingly. “I’m going to go with no. Try again.” 

“That’s what I thought.” Charlie walked back to where Maria stood and got 
ready to run. 

Maria waited for Charlie to signal that she was ready and shouted, “Go!” 

Charlie dug her feet into the ground and pushed off, putting everything she 
had into the sprint. But when she crossed the line, she knew instinctively that her 
running power just wasn’t there. 

“Meeting!” she called between breaths, and Maria came running over. 

“Are you still running normally?” Maria asked, though it was clear from her 
face that she could tell it was just average. 

“Yeah. And I’m not sure how long I want to do this. It’s great conditioning 
and all, but I already had my workout today.” 

“T hear you,” Mac said. “But I’m not sure what to do. I mean, can you give 
us any hints? What happens when you do have the strength or speed? Do you 
feel different? Did you shake your wrist a certain way or push the buttons or. . .” 


He trailed off, trying to think of anything that could possibly trigger the device. 

“Tt gets warm when it’s working,” Charlie said. She clasped her other hand 
over the bracelet and moved the bracelet up her arm. It was cold. 

“Well, that’s something,” Mac said, typing notes into his phone. 

“I don’t always notice it, though. Not right away, anyway. I guess I’m 
usually distracted when it happens.” 

“Distracted,” Maria repeated, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Hmm. Let’s 
talk through all the times when the bracelet actually gave you powers. When was 
the first one?” 

“Pm not positive, but I think the first time something felt a little off was 
when I rushed to my seat in first period a few days ago after the late bell rang, 
and I sent my desk skidding into the aisle. Do you remember that, Mac?” 

“Yeah, actually, I do,” Mac said slowly. He tilted his head, thinking. “I 
mean, those desks are heavy. Something like that might happen with a big kid. 
So it surprised me. Of course I forgot all about it five seconds later.” 

Charlie nodded. “The first major thing I remember happening was during 
soccer tryouts,” she said. “Not during warm-ups or even in my first round on the 
field in the scrimmage, though, because I started out pretty sluggish, and I was 
kind of jittery and anxious. The ball went sailing my way. I trapped it and started 
dribbling at a normal speed, I think.” She tapped her chin. “Nothing much 
happened until after Coach subbed me out.” 

“So when did an ability kick in?” Mac asked. 

Charlie thought back to the scrimmage. “A little while after I went back in to 
play. I dribbled a bit, and then saw the opposition coming at me from all sides. I 
remember getting that scared thrill I get when I have a challenge and the defense 
is chasing me. You know what I’m talking about?” 

“Not really,” said Mac, but Maria nodded. 

“And... I don’t know,” Charlie continued, “it just happened. I started flying 
across the field, and I left the defense behind.” 

“In a big way,” Maria added. 

“Was the bracelet warm?” asked Mac. 

“I—I don’t remember. I suppose so.” 

“Tt was a really impressive run,” Maria added. “And later in the game—was 
it the same? You got the ball, and it just clicked sometime after that?” 

“When I was surrounded by defense, yeah. I had to get out of there or be 
trampled—that’s about when it happened, I guess.” 

“Hmm,” Mac said, typing furiously. Then he raised an eyebrow. “What 


about strength? Maria told me you picked up an entire bed by yourself. How 
would you even know to try that?” 

“T didn’t pick it up myself,” said Charlie. “I was helping Kelly move it. I had 
the headboard side, and we were carrying it backstage, and then she got 
distracted and just dropped her end without any warning and ran out to see some 
high school guy.” 

“And it didn’t fall to the ground?” Mac asked. 

“Right, it didn’t. I just held it like it was no big deal, and then I realized that I 
was holding an entire bed by myself, and I started freaking out. That’s when I 
dropped it.” 

“And you ran to the bathroom?” asked Maria. 

“Yes.” 

“Superspeed run?” Mac asked. “Or normal?” 

“T don’t know. I was really freaking out.” 

“And you tore the bathroom apart,” Mac said, still typing. 

“Not the whole bathroom.” 

“Right. Part of the bathroom.” Mac looked at Charlie, fingers hovering over 
the keys, waiting for her to go on. 

“Aren’t you going to change that in your notes?” Charlie asked him. “I don’t 
want anybody thinking I wrecked the entire bathroom.” 

“Nobody’s going to even see this, remember? I’m sworn to secrecy,” Mac 
said. 

Charlie put her hands on her hips and stared. 

Mac stared back at her, and then reluctantly changed it in his notes. “Fine,” 
he said. “What else?” 

“My alarm went off, and I broke my phone screen just by touching it.” 

Maria studied Charlie intently. “Did the alarm surprise you? Or were you 
sort of awake already?” 

“Tt scared the heck out of me,” Charlie said, remembering. “The volume was 
on full blast. And the bracelet got warm then, I remember.” She thought through 
all the instances, trying to find a common theme. Mac and Maria were silent, 
doing the same thing. 

After a minute Maria held her finger in the air, closed her eyes, opened them 
again, and said, “I’ve got it.” 

Charlie and Mac looked expectantly at her. 

“Well?” Charlie prompted. 

Maria lifted her chin. “Necessity,” she said. “And fear, in a way. Like with 


animals. The chimera thing.” 

“Um, what?” Charlie asked. “You lost me.” 

“Sorry,” Maria said, laughing. “I mean, when the device somehow senses 
you are in trouble, or in danger, it activates and gives you the powers you need 
to deal with the situation.” 

“Aha,” Mac said, nodding at Maria. “I get it. Like when Charlie was being 
surrounded by the other team in the scrimmage—she needed to get out of there, 
like an animal that feels trapped. Fear stimulates necessity. So the bracelet 
sensed Charlie’s change in adrenaline or whatever and gave her the ability to 
flee—the power of speed kicked in.” 

“Exactly,” said Maria. “And Kelly dropping her end of the bed gave Charlie 
an immediate sense of urgency to stop the bed from falling. Her strength turned 
on so she could keep holding it.” 

Charlie looked skeptical. “That makes sense for those instances, but what 
about the bathroom? Are you saying I had an urgent need to rip out that sink?” 

“No,” Maria said, growing excited, “but the ability was already activated 
from the bed incident, and you didn’t know to be careful until it turned off. And 
it probably doesn’t turn off until your body’s natural indicators tell the bracelet 
that you are safe. Like your heart rate and pulse going back to resting levels.” 

“Tt’s like when you move cats across the country and when you let them 
loose they bolt and hide behind the stove in your new house for a whole day 
until they feel safe,” Charlie murmured. 

“Yes, like that!” said Maria. 

“And,” Mac said, “maybe the bracelet went into overdrive because you 
freaked out about it—so it didn’t know to tum off when you started destroying 
the whole bathroom.” 

“Part of the bathroom.” 

Mac just looked at her. “Okay, look. You broke a toilet seat, a stall door, 
pulled the sink from the wall and then smashed it... . Pm just saying that’s a 
heck of a lot of destruction to call it ‘part’ of the bathroom.” 

“There were two sinks and two stalls I left completely untouched!” Charlie 
said. 

“Plus the water damage... ,” Mac went on. 

“Guys!” Maria said. “Drop it. Focus.” 

Charlie scowled. It was one-third of the bathroom at most, and Kelly had 
told Maria that the custodian had turned off the water right away, so she doubted 
there was any damage from that. But she dropped it. “So what about my cracked 


screen?” 

Mac shrugged. “Easy. The alarm flipped the switch that time. It startled you 
from a sound sleep, and bam, the strength was there, even though you didn’t 
need it or want it.” 

It was all making sense. If Charlie could keep these triggers in mind, she’d 
be able to be more careful when they happened in the future. But there was 
something else on her mind, too. She shook her arm in frustration. “Why won’t 
it come off now?” 

Mac pursed his lips. “When was the first time you tried to take the bracelet 
off and it wouldn’t unlatch?” 

“In the bathroom.” 

“When the powers were activated?” he asked. 

“T guess.” 

“Had you ever tried taking it off when it was activated before?” 

Charlie thought back. “I don’t think so. I’ve only ever taken it off when it 
was cold.” 

“Maybe doing that triggered a permanent lock or something as a defense 
mechanism.” 

Maria sat up. “Ahh, defense mode,” she said, nodding. “The bracelet must 
have gone into lockdown—it detected that someone was trying to remove the 
bracelet when you clearly needed it to fight off the evil toilet and sink.” 

“Very funny,” said Charlie. But that explanation made sense. “So why won’t 
it open now that I don’t have any powers activated?” 

“Because you need to enter the secret code to tell it that you’re safe and all is 
good?” guessed Maria. 

“Either that, or it’s a glitch,” said Mac. 

“Oh. Well, either way, that stinks.” They stood in silence for a moment. 
Then Charlie shrugged. “So, now what?” she asked, idly walking along the 
halfway line as she gathered her thoughts. “I’m not being chased. I have no need 
to run. So we can’t test it.” 

When neither of them responded, Charlie looked up. “Guys?” 

Suddenly, from behind, Maria grabbed Charlie and screamed in her ear. 

Charlie gasped. “What did you do that for?” 

“Run!” Maria shouted. “Mac! Video! Now!” 

Charlie ran. Maria chased after her. 

Charlie left her in the dust. 


CHAPTER 23 
Testing, Testing 


“Rough estimate,” Mac said, staring at his phone and then at Charlie in 
disbelief, “is seventy miles per hour. I have a feeling I know which animal that 
matches.” 

Charlie blinked. “Seventy? Are you sure?” 

“Tt’s right around there,” he said, picking up his iPad. 

“That’s insane,” Charlie said. 

Maria whooped. “It’s incredible!” 

“TIl have to do all the calculations to get an exact number. But meanwhile . . 
.’ Mac worked on the tablet for a moment, then he looked up, shaking his head a 
little in disbelief. “Yup, my suspicions were correct. Congratulations,” he said. 
“You’re tied with the cheetah as the world’s fastest animal. Er—land animal, 
anyway, according to this,” he added. “You’re nowhere near the speed of a 
peregrine falcon. But unless you can fly, that hardly matters. Wait.” He looked at 
her dubiously. “Can you fly?” 

Charlie looked stunned. “Fly? Um, no, I don’t think so. Did you say... ?” 

“As fast as a cheetah?” Maria stared at Charlie, and then started jumping up 
and down and hugging her. “That’s as fast as the speed limit on the highway! 
This is so awesome!” she cried. “Wow!” 

“T can’t believe it,” Charlie said. It was scary and exciting at the same time. 

“You’re totally sick,” Mac said with a huge grin. 

“Charlie Wilde, you are officially the coolest person I know,” Maria 
declared, beaming. She flung her arm around Charlie’s shoulders. Charlie’s 
laughter rang out. 

Mac’s enormous grin faded. “Wow, okay,” he said quietly. “Thanks a lot.” 
He turned and scanned the horizon like he was looking for something. 

Charlie and Maria didn’t notice him as they talked excitedly about the 
amazing speed and all the things Charlie could do with it. 

“But we have to figure out a different way to activate the powers,” Charlie 


said. “You probably won’t be able to sneak up on me and scare me like that 
again—I’|l be expecting it, so it won’t work.” 

“Yeah, I figured that,” Maria said. “Plus, I can’t go around doing that in front 
of people. But I was thinking about whenever I watch a scary movie or bring up 
certain memories. They can be strong enough to get my heart racing. Does that 
ever happen to you?” 

“I guess,” Charlie said. “I’m kind of a lightweight, though. A scary 
Goosebumps book can mess me up, especially if I read it in the dark. Oh—and 
one time I saw a bad car crash—” She stopped abruptly. The horrible image of 
that crash was so intensely etched in Charlie’s mind that she knew she’d never 
forget it. 

Maria nodded. “Exactly. So if you feel like testing the strength ability next, 
maybe you could picture the crash while you’re trying to pick up something 
heavy. See if that turns on the strength power.” 

“I don’t know,” Charlie said, doubt in her voice. She didn’t like the idea of 
reimagining the accident. It made her stomach hurt whenever she did. But this 
was in the name of science. Besides, now that she knew how fast she could run, 
she was really curious about how much she could lift. “I guess I could try it.” 

“Awesome.” Maria looked around for Mac. “Now we need to find something 
big.” She rolled her eyes when she saw Mac sulking. “What are you doing?” 

Mac turned and looked at the girls. He jerked his head to one side and 
pointed toward the small, flat-roofed athletic building that was under 
construction. There was no one working on it today. Beyond the building was a 
line of Dumpsters. 

“Let’s see if Super Chuck can lift one of those,” Mac said. 

“A Dumpster?” asked Maria. “Good idea. She probably can’t destroy that. 
Come on.” She and Mac started toward them. 

Charlie wrinkled her nose. “That’s disgusting.” But curiosity outweighed the 
gross factor, and she trailed along. 

When she got to the nearest Dumpster, Mac was circling it, figuring out the 
best angle for his video recording. 

“You’ve totally got this,” Maria said, trying to pump her up. 

Charlie looked it over and stood at the front of it, intending to get a grip on 
its sides. But it was too wide for her arms, so instead she grabbed the long, 
horizontal bar that ran along the front of it. “How about I see if I can just lift this 
side of it,” she said. 

“You can do it!” Maria chanted. “Mac, you got the camera going?” 


“Check,” Mac said. “Go ahead anytime.” 

Charlie nodded, wiped her hands on her pants, and gripped the horizontal bar 
like a weightlifter. She tried not to breathe through her nose—the rotten stench 
was pretty awful. 

Closing her eyes, Charlie went back to that awful day in her mind when she 
was nine years old. She and her mom had been driving home from the dentist. 
Charlie had been reading a book in the backseat when Charlie’s mom hit the 
brakes harder than usual and said a swear word that Charlie had never heard her 
mother say before. 

Charlie had looked up. It was almost like the crash happened in slow motion 
right in front of them. A green car had swerved, its tires squealing, and a blue car 
smashed into the side of it and flipped through the air like it was a toy. 

“Hang on!” Charlie’s mother had yelled as their tires squealed and Charlie 
was thrown forward against her seat belt. In front of them, the green car hit a 
third vehicle. Charlie’s mom pulled safely off to the side of the road as the green 
car finally came to a stop. 

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Charlie’s mom had asked her, looking over her 
shoulder as she dialed 911. 

Charlie had nodded, even though she felt sick. 

“I’m going to see if anybody is hurt,” Charlie’s mom had said. “Stay in the 
car. Keep your seat belt on.” Her commands had been firm and very serious, 
which somehow made the situation even scarier. 

“I will,” said Charlie in a small voice. 

The emergency operator answered the call, and Charlie’s mom went into 
doctor mode, speaking clearly and calmly while reaching for her emergency kit 
and plopping it on her lap. She reached back and gave Charlie’s knee a gentle 
squeeze, then smiled reassuringly as she spoke. Turning to look out her window 
to make sure no unsuspecting drivers were barreling toward her, she took her 
bag and slipped out of the car. 

Charlie hadn’t wanted to watch, but she did anyway. The green car was like 
a crumpled sheet of tinfoil with smoke rising from it. The blue car sat upside 
down in the median. The third car, a black one, was off the road in the ditch. 
Then she heard the sound of someone yelling and crying. 

As Charlie remembered, she felt her chest constrict. She pushed up on the 
bar as hard as she could, straining to lift the enormous metal container. 

After a moment she opened one eye to see what happened. 

The Dumpster hadn’t moved an inch. 


CHAPTER 24 
Strength 


Charlie let go of the bar and sighed. “Well, that didn’t work.” 

Mac frowned and deleted the video. Maria patted Charlie on the shoulder. 
“Good try, though,” she said, smiling weakly. 

Charlie shook her hands out and walked away from the Dumpster, trying to 
figure out what went wrong. Maybe it wasn’t a bad enough memory. 

And then she remembered that the powers activated out of necessity. And in 
that memory Charlie hadn’t actually been in danger herself. 

“You want to go home?” Maria called out. 

Charlie didn’t answer. She was thinking hard. “I wonder . . . ,” she said 
under her breath. She looked up at Maria and Mac. “I’m going to try this again.” 

She went back to the Dumpster, gripped the bar, and took a few deep 
breaths. She closed her eyes and thought back to the memory, back to the 
moment she looked up from her book and saw the green car careering across the 
lanes. And this time Charlie imagined herself in the street, next to the blue car. 
Now the green one was headed right toward her. 

Charlie’s heart raced, and in her mind she screamed. She put her hands out, 
her eyes like slits, barely daring to look as the vehicle neared. She caught a 
glimpse of the driver’s frightened face. No! Charlie yelled. She braced her feet 
and leaned forward, and in slow motion, her hands met the grille of the car. She 
leaned into it with all her might, pushing and straining, knowing she had to stop 
it or it would run her down. 

The car’s hood crumpled under her fingertips. Charlie’s feet slid backward 
on the pavement. And then they both came to a stop. 

Charlie could feel her muscles crying out, her hands aching from gripping 
the Dumpster. She opened her eyes, expecting to see it in the air. Instead it was 
on the ground, exactly where it had been all along. 

She whipped her head around to look at the others—had she lifted it and set 
it down? 


Mac and Maria were staring intently at her. “Are you done?” Maria asked. 

“Did I do it?” asked Charlie. She let go of the bar and stepped back. 

Her friends exchanged an uneasy glance. “No,” Maria said. “It didn’t move.” 

Charlie’s shoulders sagged. She wiped the sweat from her forehead. Her 
arms trembled. It certainly felt like she’d done it. “Are you sure?” she asked, 
knowing it was a ridiculous question. “Not even a little?” 

“Nope,” said Mac. He deleted that video, then clicked off his phone and put 
it in his pocket. “My guess is, the device can detect the difference between real 
danger and a memory of danger.” 

“So we need to find some real danger,” Maria said. 

“Excuse me?” said Charlie. 

“Exactly,” Mac said. “We need to do something different, like drop the 
Dumpster on her head.” 

“What?” cried Charlie. “No stinking way. Are you nuts?” 

Mac and Maria continued their conversation as if Charlie wasn’t there. 
“We’ve got rope back home,” said Maria, looking around. “Is there a way to do 
some sort of a pulley system so that you and I can lift it?” 

Mac’s gaze fell on the nearby athletic building. A new section being added 
on to it. The building housed tools, athletic equipment, and the custodian’s golf 
cart. Evidently it had run out of room, because weathered-looking hurdles and 
some football equipment were stored outside. Mac’s gaze traveled up to the flat 
roof, where a newly placed beam jutted out from one corner. “I wonder if we can 
somehow use that for the pulley?” he mused. 

“Hmm,” said Maria. 

“Excuse me?” Charlie said, more forcefully this time. 

Maria and Mac turned to look at her. “What?” asked Maria. 

Charlie gave them an incredulous look. “You are not dropping a Dumpster 
on me.” 

Mac turned toward Charlie. His look was just as surprised. “Why not? You 
won’t get hurt. Your powers will kick in, and you’ll catch it.” 

“Oh, right,” said Charlie. “You’re a hundred percent sure of that?” 

Maria scratched her head and glanced at Mac. “Well, not a hundred percent,” 
she admitted. 

“Even if my powers kick in,” said Charlie, “we don’t know if I’m strong 
enough to stop the Dumpster from crushing me. Besides, you two won’t be able 
to lift it. It?s way too heavy.” 

Mac wrinkled up his nose. “Yeah, I suppose you have a point there.” 


“What if we try dropping something lighter on you?” Maria suggested. 

Charlie looked skeptical. “Like what?” she asked, folding her arms over her 
chest. 

Mac went to the football equipment and hurdles. “These won’t work— 
they’re all chained together.” He took a few strides away from the building, then 
turned and looked at the top of it. “Could we get a bike or the lawn mower or 
something from your shed, Maria?” he said. 

“Sure,” said Maria. 

He squinted against the sun and put a hand up to shield his eyes. “Actually, 
hang on. There’s lots of stuff up there: a bundle of two-by-fours and some beams 
and a big bucket of something.” He went around to the old side of the building 
and spied a pallet of cinder blocks. “I’m going to take a look.” 

He pulled a few blocks off to make steps, then climbed to the top of the 
stack. From there he grabbed hold of the flat roof and hoisted himself up. He 
swung a leg over and rolled onto the pebbled rooftop. Then he went to where the 
construction supplies lay, disappearing from sight. 

Charlie flashed Maria an anxious glance. “I hope he knows how to get back 
down again,” Charlie said. She was a little nervous about getting caught, but 
neither Mac nor Maria seemed to be. 

“He does,” said Maria, sounding very sure of herself. “Mac and I have been 
on a few of these roofs, actually. Science building, language arts.” She shrugged 
like it was no big deal, but Charlie could tell she was proud of her feat. It was 
kind of cool to have fearless friends. It made Charlie want to be fearless too. 

A moment later Mac reappeared. “There’s a big loose wooden beam up 
here,” he said excitedly. “I can slide it along the roof, but I can’t get it over the 
lip. Come up here, Maria. We can probably lift it together and push it over the 
edge.” 

Maria didn’t need any urging. She ran to the pallet of cinder blocks and 
began climbing like Mac had done. 

“But how will we get it back up on the roof?” asked Charlie. 

“Your strength will be activated, so you can just toss it,” said Mac matter-of- 
factly. 

“Oh,” said Charlie. “Yeah, I suppose.” Part of her was still troubled about 
this experiment—what if her strength didn’t kick in and the beam landed on her? 
But the other part of her was certain the bracelet would come through. Plus, 
Charlie desperately wanted to be daring like her new friends. She really liked 
that Mac and Maria just assumed she was willing to test out her strength like this 


—they seemed to think she was as brave as they were. She didn’t want to let 
them down. Besides, she could always jump out of the way at the last second if 
she didn’t sense the bracelet getting warm. 

Feeling better about her options, Charlie moved closer to the edge of the 
building and tried not to think too much about a big wooden beam hurtling down 
on top of her. It was better if she didn’t dwell on it. 

After a minute or two of loud scraping noises, Mac’s and Maria’s heads 
appeared. With a huge grunt they hoisted the beam and balanced it on the lip of 
the roof. 

Charlie looked up uncertainly. It was thick and long and very solid looking, 
with shiny metal plates on either end. “Gulp,” she muttered, wondering if there 
were any nails sticking out of it. She flexed her hands and wished for gloves. 
What was it her mother had said at the dinner table once about getting cut by 
rusty metal? Some horrible consequence—lockjaw or something. Even though 
the metal on the beam was shiny and new, she pulled her sleeves over her hands 
just in case. 

Maria peered down at her. “You okay? Are you ready?” 

Charlie broke out in a cold sweat. She centered herself below them and 
looked up. “How heavy is it?” 

Mac glanced down at her as he and Maria struggled to balance it on the 
narrow lip. “It’s not that heavy,” he said. “And it doesn’t have far to fall, so it 
won’t pick up much momentum.” 

“Okay,” Charlie said. Her voice shook. This is crazy, said a voice in the back 
of her head. Get out of here! With a glance at the ground next to her, she plotted 
her landing spot in case she ended up chickening out and diving to safety. But 
she kept her feet planted. 

The bracelet was stone-cold. Charlie widened her stance and raised her arms 
above her head, fingers outstretched inside her sleeves. “Okay,” she said, so 
scared that she didn’t even feel like she was inside her own body. “I’m ready.” 

Mac and Maria tilted the beam, almost losing their grip, then steadied it once 
again. “On the count of three,” Mac said. 

Maria nodded. 

Charlie cringed. 

Mac counted. “One, two, thr—” 

“Wait. STOP!” Maria cried. 

Mac stopped. Charlie peered through her fingers at them. They both looked 
at Maria. 


“We can’t do this,” Maria said. “What if her powers do actually fail? This 
thing could kill her!” 

Mac’s mouth opened and closed. Charlie clutched her heart, trying to breathe 
as the absurdity of what they were about to do became clear to all of them. She 
sank to her knees in a daze. 

“You’re right,” Mac said reluctantly. “Let’s pull it back.” 

Maria let out a breath and nodded. 

“Ready?” said Mac. “Go.” 

They both pulled hard on the beam, but the metal plate attached to Mac’s end 
caught firmly on the edge of the roof. Mac’s hands slipped off, and he went 
tumbling backward. Maria lunged to try to hang on, but she couldn’t control the 
unwieldy beam by herself. It teetered on the edge of the roof for an eternal 
second, then dropped over the side. 

“CHARLIE!” screamed Maria. 


CHAPTER 25 
Healing 


When Charlie heard Maria’s screams she looked up and saw the big hunk of 
wood hurtling toward her. There was no time to get up or roll out of the way. 
She put her hands in the air as the beam made impact. An instant later she was 
on her back, holding the thing above her face. The bracelet pulsed with heat on 
her arm. 

She stared, trying to make sense of what had happened as Maria and Mac 
scrambled to the edge of the rooftop and peered over, their faces horrified. 
“Charlie!” Maria yelled again. 

“I’m okay,” Charlie called. 

The two gaped down at Charlie, holding the beam above her face. 

“Whew,” said Mac. “We’re coming down.” They disappeared. 

Charlie, still stunned, noticed the dents her fingers had made in the wood. 
She grimaced and threw the beam into the grass next to her, then looked at her 
hands. Amazingly she was unscathed, except for a few tiny splinters in her 
fingers. She rolled to all fours and got up, then began dusting herself off as 
Maria and Mac made their way down to the ground. 

“Lo siento!” Maria cried, running to Charlie’s side. “I’m so sorry. It was an 
accident. The metal caught and threw everything off balance.” 

“Yeah, sorry,” said Mac, breathing hard and wheezing a little from the 
exertion. He pulled an inhaler from his pocket and used it. 

“Tt’s okay,” Charlie said, rattled. “I’m glad you screamed, Maria.” She 
looked at the long hunk of wood, then tentatively bent down and picked it up. It 
felt as lightweight as her backpack. She moved away from the building, holding 
it like a giant javelin, and tossed it as carefully as possible onto the roof. It 
banged and thumped and settled out of sight. 

“Wow,” Mac said. He couldn’t help staring at Charlie. “That was pretty 
amazing.” 

“Thanks,” said Charlie. 


“Ts the bracelet warm?” 

“Yes.” She showed him. 

“And... you’re not hurt or anything, right?” 

“No, I’m fine.” Charlie narrowed her eyes. “Why?” 

Mac shrugged innocently. “I just thought you might want to see how much 
you can actually lift now that you’ve got the thing activated.” He looked 
pointedly at the Dumpster. 

“Oh yes!” said Maria. “Now’s a great time to do that.” She faltered, 
searching Charlie’s face. “I mean, if you’re up to it.” 

Charlie let out a deep, ragged sigh. She shoved the warm bracelet back up 
her forearm and pulled her sleeve over it, then wiped her hands on her jeans and 
flexed her fingers a few times. She walked over to the Dumpster. 

Silently Mac got his camera cued up. 

Charlie rested her hands on the bar and closed her eyes, and then she strained 
with all her might to lift it. 

When she heard a distant sound of yelling, Charlie opened her eyes. Maria 
and Mac were both exclaiming unintelligible things next to her. She looked up 
and nearly gasped, for she was holding the Dumpster above her head, and loose 
pieces of trash were tumbling out. “Whoa,” she said as a bag of something hot 
and slimy hit her in the face and fell to the ground. “Blech!” 

Totally grossed out, Charlie dropped the container, which made the ground 
shake and the asphalt crack below it. 

“Yikes,” she said. She stepped back and looked at her hands. It really was 
possible. 

Standing here with Maria and Mac witnessing everything made the powers 
seem more real. Charlie tried to comprehend the strange predicament she was in. 
These crazy things were really happening. These powers belonged to her and her 
alone, whether she wanted them or not. As long as the bracelet was stuck on her 
wrist, Charlie had a choice. She could tiptoe around telling herself the bracelet 
was bad, dreading the next time something happened. Or she could accept the 
fact that these abilities were hers to use and, in using them, try to learn how to 
control them—at least a little, she hoped. They’d already learned so much today. 
But it had opened up even more questions, like who could create a device that 
would do this . . . and why? 

As she stood there, Maria and Mac having an excited conversation in the 
background, a tiny thrill raced through Charlie, conflicting her thoughts. As 
much as she wanted to get the thing off her arm, part of her couldn’t wait to see 


what else she could do. 


“Gorilla, maybe,” Mac said as they picked up the trash and threw it back into the 
Dumpster. “Nah—whale. Hmm. Or maybe an ox?” 

Maria and Charlie exchanged an amused glance as Mac carried on the 
conversation with himself, but they, too, wondered which animal’s strength 
Charlie had adopted. Once they went back to Maria’s shed, Mac researched the 
weight of different Dumpsters, and factoring the trash inside, he thought that 
Charlie had probably lifted more than six hundred pounds. 

“Sheesh,” Charlie murmured. “I’m amazing . . . but only when necessary.” 

“Amazing when necessary,” quipped Maria. “That should be your motto.” 

Charlie laughed. “I like it.” 

But Mac wouldn’t be distracted. “We still have one more experiment to do.” 

Charlie narrowed her eyes. “We do?” 

“Yeah. The healing one.” 





“And just how are we supposed to test that?” Charlie asked warily. 

“Well, I was hoping you’d get hurt by the falling beam, actually,” Mac said. 

“What a nice thing to say,” Charlie said drily. 

“Sorry. But since you didn’t,” he said, back to business, “I was thinking we 
could start with a cut, like on your arm or something. Somewhere that your 
parents won’t notice—” 

“Absolutely not,” said Charlie. 

“And then move on to breaking a bone. Just a small one, like a toe—” 

“T don’t think you heard me.” 

“And if we’re really daring,” Mac went on excitedly, “we could try cutting 
off a limb to see if you can regenerate—” 

“Stop. Talking. Now,” Charlie said, with an eerie calmness in her voice. 

Mac stopped. “What?” 

“Um, I’m not really interested in hurting myself, much less cutting off a 
limb, just to see how fast I can heal. Thanks anyway.” 

“But—but animals!” Mac said. “Here. Look what they can do.” He searched 
“animal healing ability” on his iPad and started showing Charlie the various 
pages. “See? Lizards can regenerate limbs. And starfish—you won’t even 
believe this, but some starfish can regenerate almost entire new bodies!” 

Mac seemed way too excited about cutting off Charlie’s body parts. And 
testing this ability was one thing she wasn’t going to give in to, that was for sure. 
She already knew she could heal fast based on how she’d recovered from the 
soccer injury. That was enough information as far as she was concerned. 

“Not happening, Mac,” Charlie said once he’d exhausted his resources. 
“Sorry. Actually, not sorry. And since you’re starting to sound a little bit crazy 
with all of this, I think we might need to call a time-out.” She got up to leave. 
“Maybe you can go back to actually finding out what the secret code is to 
deactivate this thing,” she said, shoving up her sleeve and shaking her arm. 
“Remember? That was the plan.” 

“I have a program gathering a list of the most frequently used passwords as 
we speak,” Mac said. “Once I’ve got them all, we’ll start trying them.” 

Charlie stopped midshake and glanced at the bracelet, frowning. “Hey,” she 
said. “Look at this. The screen is different.” 

Maria and Mac crowded around to see it. Instead of the red words declaring 
DEFENSE MODE scrolling across the screen, there was a gray-circle graphic 
sliced like a pie into five sections, each containing a strange line drawing. Three 


of the drawings were animated, like GIFs. The other two didn’t move. 

“How did you get to this screen?” Mac demanded. 

“I don’t know,” Charlie said. 

Mac took a short video of the screen and then randomly pushed a few 
buttons on the bracelet. The screen went back to the scrolling message, 
reminding them that defense mode was in place and asking for a deactivation 
code. He pushed more buttons and, after a few tries, discovered that if he held 
down the two buttons on the side of the bracelet nearest Charlie’s hand for two 
seconds, the screen flipped to the chart. 

“Maybe it happened when you caught the beam, or when you were lifting the 
Dumpster,” Maria guessed. 

“Hmm.” Mac let go of Charlie’s arm, typed a few notes into his phone, and 
studied the photo of the chart, zooming in on the individual pie pieces. “So 
what’s the chart for? The drawings look like vines floating through the air or 
something.” 

“Or worms.” Maria shrugged, stumped. “And why aren’t those two 
animated?” 

Charlie squinted at the device screen. After a bit she looked up. “It’s a chart 
of the bracelet’s abilities. Look at this first one.” She held out her arm to Maria. 

“All I can see is a bunch of swirly lines being blown side to side in the 
wind,” Maria said. 

Charlie smiled. “Focus on it. It’s a cheetah running—do you see it? Here’s 
the head.” 

Maria looked again. All at once her face lit up. “Oooh,” she said. “I see it 
now!” 

“Show me,” said Mac, yanking Charlie’s arm closer. 

“Screw your eyes up a little,” Charlie said. “It’1l come into focus.” 

After a minute, Mac’s face changed. “Whoa, I got you now. Cool.” He 
squinted and said, “What are the other ones?” 

All three of them stared. Charlie’s arm began to ache from being held up. 
The second pie slice had darker-gray vine lines moving in an up-and-down 
pattern. 

“Elephant!” Mac cried. “Darn it, I should have guessed. He’s standing on his 
back legs and facing us. But what the heck is he doing?” 

Maria tilted her head. “He’s lifting a log up and down. Do you see it, 
Charlie? Ha! A bodybuilder elephant.” 

No matter what Charlie did, she couldn’t see what Mac and Maria were 


seeing. She looked up at the ceiling for a moment, and then looked back at the 
bracelet. The elephant shape finally came into focus. “Oh!” she said, giggling. “I 
see it now. I think I was trying too hard before.” 

Mac pointed to the screen. “What’s the third one?” 

The third animated drawing was made up of lines that all met and twirled 
around like a pinwheel. The outer edges of the lines rolled up and then stretched 
out as they rotated in a circle. 

“Sweet,” said Maria, looking up. “This one’s my favorite.” 

Mac looked harder. 

“What is it?” asked Charlie. “A flower? The sun? No, it’s got to be another 
animal.” 

“Oh, it’s a starfish!” exclaimed Mac. 

“Starfish are very cool,” said Maria. 

As soon as they figured it out, Charlie could see the third drawing was a 
starfish too. She turned to Mac, her eyes like slits. “Don’t get any crazy ideas.” 

He rubbed his hands together eagerly. 

“T mean it, Mac,” said Charlie. “You’d better keep the pointy objects away 
from me!” 

Maria looked at all three wedges. “So each wedge shows an animal that is 
part of the chimera. You have the speed of a cheetah, the strength of an elephant, 
and the healing ability of the starfish?” 

“T guess so,” Charlie said. She turned back to the bracelet. “What about these 
two sections that aren’t animated?” 

“More abilities?” Mac guessed. “Maybe they become animated once you 
activate them.” 

“PII bet that’s it,” said Maria. She squeezed Charlie’s forearm. “How 
exciting!” 

Charlie’s eyes widened, and she glanced back at the chart. “More?” she 
echoed. 

“T sure hope so,” said Mac, his grin growing wider by the minute. 

“Whoa,” Charlie said under her breath. There were two more abilities that 
she hadn’t activated yet. She had no idea what they could be. 


CHAPTER 26 
Unknown Powers 


The three tried to guess what the other two abilities could be by studying the 
wedges. One of the drawings had a tiny circle in the middle with four lines going 
out from it. 

“Clearly that’s a bow tie,” said Maria, “so you must have penguin abilities.” 

Mac wrinkled his nose. “What?” 

“Get it? You wear a bow tie with a tuxedo.” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie, nodding, a grin spreading over her face. “Tuxedo. 
Looks like a penguin suit. I get it. So my special ability is . . . what? Holding an 
egg on my feet for like two months?” 

“What are you talking about?” said Mac. 

“March of the Penguins—haven’t you ever seen it?” asked Charlie. “My dad 
is a freak for that movie.” She shook her head in mock disgust. “Biologists.” 

“Parents are weird,” said Mac. “My dad cries every time we watch Toy Story 
3. But back to the symbol,” he said, tapping the device, “I think it obviously 
represents a sneeze. Try sneezing, Charlie. Everybody stand back.” 

“Ha-ha,” said Charlie. “Very funny. But it’s not a sneeze. It’s an old TV 
antenna. My dad has one stashed away in the garage just in case the world ends 
and cable goes out. With our luck, we’d probably only be able to get PBS.” 

“Great,” Maria groaned. “So your fourth ability is broadcasting baby TV 
shows on public television.” 

“Easy, now,” muttered Mac. “PBS isn’t just for babies. And there’s nothing 
wrong with the occasional Odd Squad when you're killing time.” He sniffed. 
“I’m just saying.” 

Maria stared at him. “My little stepbrothers watch that. Since when do you 
watch Odd Squad?” 

Mac looked defensive. “I watch it with them when I’m waiting for you to 
come home from practice. It’s kind of like I’m babysitting. Your parents should 
pay me, actually.” 


“You know,” said Maria, “You could come to practice once, and then you’d 
know when I’m done.” 

“Forget that,” said Mac. “No Wi-Fi on the field. And your mom counts on 
me to try her after-school snacks to make sure they taste good.” 

“You don’t really fall for that, do you?” asked Maria, incredulous. 

“Hey,” said Mac, “this dude does what it takes to live the good life. If that 
means I have to suffer watching Odd Squad with free Wi-Fi and a cookie in 
hand while I wait for you, then that’s the price I have to pay.” 

Charlie laughed and shook her head, watching them. “Excuse me, people, 
but what about this last drawing?” 

Mac and Maria turned back to look at the bracelet. The fifth wedge had 
several vine-type lines to it with absolutely no distinct detail to focus on. It was 
just an oval-shaped blob with some lines sticking out. 

Everyone was silent for a long moment. 

“Itsa... campfire?” ventured Maria. 

“Definitely Bigfoot,” said Mac. 

“T was thinking mud puddle and sticks,” said Charlie. She scratched her head 
and looked at her friends. 

They both shook their heads. With a growing sense of dread, Charlie began 
to wonder what would have to happen for this latest mystery to be solved. 


CHAPTER 27 
Powers, Activate! 


Whenever Charlie was alone over the following week, she tried triggering her 
abilities. She knew now that the powers would only work when necessary, like 
when she was on the defensive or in danger. But how did the bracelet know? 
Was it her heart rate and pulse that activated it? Or her sense of fear? Just 
imagining danger wasn’t enough. But she wondered if there were other ways she 
could trick the bracelet into believing she was in danger. So she decided to do a 
few experiments of her own. 

In first period she purposely waited for the bell to ring before running to her 
desk, hoping to trigger speed like she’d done early on. But by now Charlie knew 
her teacher was usually late coming into class, so she wasn’t actually worried 
about getting in trouble. It didn’t work. 

She tried to get it to turn on during soccer practice that week, but the team 
only worked on drills and ran short plays. They didn’t split into teams to 
scrimmage, so without an opponent hunting her down, that didn’t work either. 

After school on Friday she ran all the way home, thinking that maybe if she 
elevated her heart rate for a long enough time, it might indicate to the bracelet 
that she needed help. When she got home, she went into the garage and tried 
lifting the extra freezer they kept there, but she couldn’t even move it an inch. 

“There has to be a way,” she texted Maria. “Parents both working until late, 
brother at a sleepover, so I’m home alone tonight. Gonna try the horror-movie 
thing.” 

“T’ve got a great one!” replied Maria. “Have you seen Cringe 3 yet?” 

“OMG no way too scary.” 

“Then it’s perfect. Pll bring it over!” 

Charlie’s heart was already racing in anticipation. “Yikes—OK. Is Mac 
coming?” 

“Nah, Pll send him home. He’ll just make fun of us if we scream. See you in 
15!” 


“OK!” 


Maria arrived with the movie and a copy of the first Ms. Marvel comic. “As 
promised,” she said. “I thought you’d like this one first.” 

“Thanks!” Charlie put the comic on the dining table. She showed Maria to 
the living room to get the movie going, then ran through the house to turn out all 
the lights for an ultrascary experience. She and Maria settled on the living-room 
couch in the dark to watch Cringe 3. They turned up the volume. And they 
screamed their heads off. By the time the movie was over, Charlie’s heart was 
racing. Her palms were sweating. And she was scared to death. 

“Come on,” Maria said in a low voice. “Let’s sneak through the house with 
all the lights off. Maybe some murderous ghosts will come out like in the 
movie.” 

Charlie shuddered. She was still getting used to this house and the quirky 
sounds it made at night. In daylight she would have scoffed at the idea of creepy 
killer ghosts in her house, but after watching the movie and being here in the 
dark without her parents at home . . . well, of course she knew there weren’t 
supernatural things happening, but . . . what if she was wrong? “Okay,” she 
whispered, her voice faltering. 

Maria crawled through the dark living room, with Charlie sticking close 
behind. They went into the dining room and on to the kitchen, inching along 
quietly. Charlie’s heart pounded. She heard a rustling sound and stopped. “Do 
you hear something?” she whispered. 

Maria didn’t answer. 

Charlie’s pulse pounded in her ears. “Maria?” she whispered more harshly 
this time. “Where are you?” She began feeling around for her friend, who had 
been right in front of her a minute ago. “Come on, don’t tease me.” 

Maria still didn’t answer. 

Charlie began to panic. She scrambled to her feet and tried to remember 
which wall the light switches were on. She ran into the garbage can, knocking it 
over and scaring herself even more. “Maria!” she shouted. “This isn’t funny!” 

Suddenly something grabbed Charlie’s leg. Charlie let out a bloodcurdling 
scream. Jessie came bounding down the stairs from Andy’s room to see what 
was going on, knocking into Charlie and spinning her around in the dark. 

Completely disoriented, Charlie could think of nothing but escape. She ran, 
stumbling over the garbage can again and slamming her shoulder into a wall 
before finally finding her way to the front door. She flung it open and took off 


out into the neighborhood with her excited dog chasing after her. 

Maria came out of hiding and followed her to the yard. “Charlie, come 
back!” she shouted, hands gripping her hair and a worried look on her face. But 
as she watched Charlie move under the streetlamps, her worried look faded and 
turned to confusion. Charlie didn’t seem to be running any faster than normal— 
certainly not as fast as when they’d tested her. Jessie was keeping up with her 
just fine. 

A few minutes later Charlie and Jessie returned, breathing hard but 
unharmed. “Why didn’t you answer me?” accused Charlie. 

Maria’s voice was filled with remorse. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to scare 
you so the bracelet would turn on like before. I didn’t think you’d freak out like 
that.” 

Charlie’s eyes clouded, but now that Maria was visible and penitent, she 
began to feel a little silly. “I told you Cringe 3 would be too scary,” she 
mumbled. “Anyway, it didn’t work.” 

“Nope,” said Maria glumly. “So now I’m extrasorry I scared you.” 

“It’s okay,” said Charlie, giving Maria a quick side hug as they walked to the 
front door. “It’s weird, though. Once I could think straight, I realized the bracelet 
was warm. So I tried to run faster, but it didn’t work. I don’t understand it. 
Between you and Jessie scaring me, I seriously thought I was about to die. Not 
to mention that horrible trash can disaster,” she added with an embarrassed 
laugh. 

“I don’t get it,” Maria said, going inside and turning on a light. “You weren’t 
nearly that scared when you managed to clock seventy miles an hour the other 
day.” 

Charlie whistled sharply to Jessie, and then followed the dog into the house 
“What’s even weirder is that my wrist is actually still warm,” she said, batting at 
the front door to close it. But it was stuck to the wall and wouldn’t budge. “What 
the—?” Charlie gave it a little tug. It wiggled, but she couldn’t get it to swing 
shut. She peered behind it, and to her dismay she saw that the door handle was 
embedded in the wall—it had broken through the drywall. Charlie’s eyes 
widened, and she looked down. The little stopper on the floor was decimated. 

“Oh no!” Charlie exclaimed. “Look, Maria.” 

Maria came to the door. “Whoa,” she said. “How’d you do that? Should we 
check the device? Maybe something will show up on it.” 

Charlie held down the two buttons, and the pie chart graph appeared. The 
once gray elephant graphic was lit up in bright silver, black, and red. 


“Wow,” said Maria. “Full color—does that mean your strength ability is 
working?” 

“Looks that way,” said Charlie, scratching her head. “But why did strength 
turn on instead of speed? Isn’t the natural instinct of an animal to run when it’s 
scared?” She pulled out her phone and took a photo of the damage, then texted it 
to Mac so he could see what had happened, along with a selfie of her and Maria 
with looks of mock horror on their faces. 

“Wow,” he texted back, with a selfie of himself looking bored. Charlie 
showed Maria. 

“Hmm,” she said, frowning a bit at his reaction. 

Charlie examined the wall, growing serious. “What am I going to do about 
this hole?” She tugged the door gently as pieces of drywall broke off and 
dropped to the floor. “Yikes.” 

With another tug the handle came loose, and she closed the door. “I’m not 
sure what to tell my dad when he gets home,” said Charlie. She and Maria went 
to the kitchen to clean up the garbage so she wouldn’t have even more to 
explain, and then checked the bedrooms to make sure neither of the cats had 
escaped during the confusion with the front door standing open. She found them 
both curled on Andy’s bed, having slept through all the excitement. Apparently 
their flight responses hadn’t been triggered either. 

The girls returned to the front door, but before they could come up with a 
plan to magically fix the gaping hole in the wall, they heard the garage door 
open. 

“That’s my dad, I bet,” said Charlie, pulling her sweatshirt sleeve down over 
the bracelet. “Maybe you should go.” 

“PII stay if you want,” said Maria. “I can help take the blame. It’s partly my 
fault—I scared you.” 

“It’s okay. Unless . . . do you maybe want to stay overnight? I mean, I know 
you didn’t bring your stuff... .” 

“T’d love to!” Maria said. She pulled out her phone to text her mom. 

“Awesome,” said Charlie as her father walked into the house. 

“Hey, Peanut,” he called out in a weary voice. “You’re still awake?” 

“Hi, Dad,” said Charlie, going to greet him and pulling Maria along with her. 
“This is my friend Maria.” 

Dr. Wilde’s tired eyes lit up, and he smiled warmly. “Hi, Maria,” he said. 
“T’m glad you could keep Charlie company tonight.” 

“Hi, Mr. Wilde,” Maria said with a little wave. Then she read his ID, which 


was clipped and hanging unevenly on his jacket pocket. “Wait . . . you’re a 
doctor too?” She turned to Charlie. “So both your parents are doctors? Cool!” 

“Yeah, technically he’s also Dr. Wilde,” Charlie explained. “But my mom’s 
the real kind.” She flashed her dad a playful grin, as if they’d made that joke 
before. “Confusing, I know.” 

“That’s for sure,” said Charlie’s dad. “I’m the doctor you definitely don’t 
want to call when you almost break your leg. You’re fine just calling me Mr. 
Wilde. Or Dr. Wilde Two. Or Mr. Dr. Wilde. Or Charles. Or...” He stopped. “I 
think that’s all I’ve got. Take your pick.” 

“Mr. Dr. Wilde is funny,” said Maria, grinning. 

Charlie reached out and took her father’s briefcase and helped him out of his 
jacket, suddenly growing nervous now that she had to explain the hole in the 
wall. “How was class? Can I get you some ice cream or anything?” she asked a 
little too sweetly. 

“Class was— Hold on. Ice cream?” He eyed her suspiciously. “Why? What 
happened?” 

Charlie bit her lip as she hung the jacket in the closet. “Um, I kind of have to 
show you something,” she said guiltily. 

Dr. Wilde gave her a guarded look. “All right,” he said. He glanced at Maria, 
who hung back, eyes wide. 

Charlie took his hand and pulled him to the front door, pointing at the wall. 

“Pm really sorry, Dad,” said Charlie earnestly. “We were just goofing 
around in the dark and scaring each other, and I opened the door too hard and... 
this happened. Pl fix it if you show me how.” 

Dr. Wilde looked at the damage, then dropped to one knee and picked up the 
doorstop spring. He squished what was left of it between his fingers. It 
crumbled. He ran his hand over the hole in the drywall, wiping away the tiny 
loose bits, and then he looked at Charlie with a tired smile. “Well, I suppose the 
new house couldn’t stay perfect forever,” he said, “but I’d hoped it might make 
it longer than a couple of weeks.” 

“T know,” said Charlie, cringing. “I’m sorry.” 

He reached out to ruffle her hair, but his voice was strained. “Just take it easy 
next time, please.” 

“Its my fault,” Maria blurted out. “I scared her.” 

Dr. Wilde straightened up. “It was an accident. And clearly the doorstopper 
was defective; otherwise it would have stopped the handle from hitting the wall. 
So that’s no one’s fault,” he said. He looked at Charlie. “We’ll fix it some 


weekend once things settle down at the college, okay, kiddo?” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “Thanks, Dad.” She hesitated as he walked toward the 
kitchen. “Um, can Maria stay overnight?” 

He stopped and looked back. “Did you ask Mom? It’s fine with me.” 

“T haven’t seen Mom since Tuesday,” Charlie said with a tinge of accusation. 

“You forgot how to text?” he asked sharply as he continued into the dining 
room. “She has a cell phone.” 

“Okay, I’ll ask her,” Charlie said, trailing after him. “Sorry. Anyway, it’s 
fine with you, right?” 

“Of course,” he said, picking up his briefcase from the table where Charlie 
had placed it. He headed in the direction of his study. “Glad to have you, Maria.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Dr.,” Maria said meekly. 

That drew a smile from Charlie’s dad. 

The two scampered to Charlie’s bedroom and closed the door—gently. 


CHAPTER 28 
Best Friends 


The girls awoke on Saturday morning to the sound of Maria’s phone ringing. It 
played the theme from Spider-Man, which meant it was Mac calling. Maria sat 
up and squinted as sunlight streamed in through the space between the shade and 
the window. She looked around, bewildered, before locating her phone and 
answering it. 

“Hey,” she mumbled. “What’s up?” 

“Where are you?” Mac spoke harshly, and loud enough for Charlie to hear. 

“Tm at Charlie’s. I slept over. What’s—” 

“Well, guess where I am?” 

Maria pushed her mussed hair off her forehead. “I have no idea.” 

“T texted you like five times.” 

“T just woke up,” said Maria. “Where are you?” 

“Pm in the movie theater lobby, waiting for you. The movie started five 
minutes ago.” 

Maria’s eyes widened. “Crap,” she said. “I— What time is it?” 

Mac’s voice was cold. “Five minutes after the movie started.” 

“Sorry,” Maria said, cringing. She scrambled to her feet and began looking 
around for her things. “TIl be there as soon as I can.” 

“Forget it. It’s too late now.” Mac hung up. 

Maria stared at her phone, quickly scanning the flurry of texts, and then 
called him back. He didn’t answer. 

“What’s going on?” asked Charlie. 

“Ugh,” Maria said, pulling her hair out of its ponytail and smoothing it 
down. “I totally forgot to meet Mac. He’s been waiting for me at the movie 
theater.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Charlie, biting her lip. “He sounded mad from what I could 
hear. Want me to go with you?” 

“Nah.” Maria grabbed Cringe 3 from Charlie’s desk and slipped into her 


shoes. “Well, maybe,” she said, grabbing a brush from Charlie’s dresser and 
redoing her ponytail. “Do you mind?” 

“Of course not.” Charlie hopped out of bed and hurried to get ready, and 
soon the girls were on the move. 

By the time they got there the movie was sold out, so they played video 
games in the lobby until it was over. “He’ll be the last one out,” Maria said. “We 
always stay through all the credits in case there’s an extra scene.” 

Finally Mac rounded the corner of the theater, slam-dunking his half-full 
popcorn bucket into the garbage can before he saw the girls. 

He frowned. “What are you doing here?” 

“Waiting for you,” Maria said. “We tried to get tickets, but it was sold out.” 

Mac folded his arms and looked from one girl to the other. 

A boy across the lobby hooted at Mac. “Your girlfriend showed up after all!” 
he called. 

Maria whirled around and stared down the boy. “Shut your pie hole, 
Mendez!” she shouted at him. 

“Knock it off, Maria,” Mac said sharply. 

“What? He was being gross.” 

“T don’t need you to stand up for me. Sheesh. Ignore that jerk.” 

Charlie shrank back a little and pretended to look at the display of Jujyfruits 
and licorice whips inside the snack case. 

“Excuse me?” said Maria. “Pll stand up for my friends whenever I feel like 
ew 

Mac snorted. “Or maybe you’|l just stand them up and forget that you go to 
the ten-o’clock movie every Saturday morning with your best friend.” 

“T said I was sorry,” Maria said. Her voice softened. “I am, really.” She put 
her hand on his arm, but he stepped back, out of reach. “Come on,” she pleaded. 
“Let’s go get a slice from Barro’s. It’s my turn to pay.” 

Mac’s face went through a barrage of emotions. He looked like he didn’t 
often turn down a free slice of pizza. 

“T don’t know.” He shrugged and pointed toward Charlie. “Is she coming?” 

Charlie looked up expectantly, and then dropped her gaze again when she 
realized Mac didn’t seem excited about the prospect. She wasn’t sure why he 
was mad at her—she hadn’t done anything wrong. 

“Of course she’s coming,” Maria said. “Let’s go.” She grabbed Mac’s arm 
with one hand and linked her other arm with Charlie’s. “We’ve got to hurry and 
get there before all the tables are gone.” 


Mac went along with her, halfheartedly at first, then pulling from Maria’s 
grasp once more but keeping up. “If they run out of tables, maybe Supergirl here 
can rip off a piece of the wall and make a new one.” He looked sideways at 
Charlie. 

Charlie grinned at him. “The problem is, we’d have to watch a scary movie 
first and then run around in the dark like idiots.” 

“Huh?” asked Mac. He seemed annoyed again, and Charlie realized she 
probably shouldn’t have said anything. 

But Maria didn’t notice. She giggled and said, “If only you could activate the 
powers on command, all our problems would be solved.” 

“Not quite,” Mac muttered. 

“What?” asked Maria. 

“Never mind,” said Mac. 


The next Monday at soccer practice Charlie didn’t even bother trying to activate 
the bracelet. It was too frustrating when it wouldn’t turn on, and it just began 
feeling like a waste of time. Besides, Charlie wanted to focus on improving her 
scoring skills since the team would be playing against other schools soon—their 
first game was on Thursday. Charlie wanted to be a starter, not sit on the bench, 
and the next few days of practice would help Coach Candy decide the lineup. So 
Charlie became intent on doing the best she could . . . without the bracelet’s 
help. 

Of course Kelly got in the way sometimes. Ever since their collision on the 
field, Charlie had largely ignored her, both on the field and backstage. And Kelly 
kept her distance for the most part as well—especially recently. Both were nice 
when they were together, but it was clear that they would never be best friends— 
not like Charlie and Maria. And Mac, of course. 

Coach divided up the team to scrimmage, and Maria and Charlie were on the 
blue team together this time. Kelly was on the opposing side wearing red, and 
after she’d been noticeably quiet at school during the day, she was burning up 
the field. 

“Kelly’s playing really hot today,” Charlie remarked to Maria as they walked 
back to their positions after she scored another goal. 

“Yeah, she’s doing great,” said Maria. “She was acting pretty loco in the 
locker room earlier, though. Had a screaming fight on the phone with her mom. 
It wasn’t pretty.” 

“Hmm,” said Charlie. Part of her wished she’d witnessed it, but then she felt 


bad—screaming fights with parents were never fun. And she’d had enough 
tension with her own parents lately to feel sympathy, even for Kelly. “I’m kind 
of glad I missed that.” She moved to her spot as left forward. Coach blew the 
whistle, and Charlie’s team took the ball. 

The red team’s forwards and halfbacks attacked Charlie’s team’s advancing 
line in layers. Their fullbacks, including Kelly, moved up to try and gain control 
in case the ball went flying. Charlie stayed with her line, edging toward the 
middle of the field a bit more as the center forward wove around the opposition. 

When the ball broke loose, Charlie dug in her cleats and went after it, 
dodging around the other players. One of the forwards on the red team, a tough, 
muscular girl named Vanessa, charged toward the ball as well. Charlie had 
gotten tangled up with Vanessa a few times during scrimmages, and they’d had 
some good-natured complaining to do about each other, but they kept it friendly. 
Now, with the stakes high for the forwards who all coveted the four starting 
spots, Vanessa had a determined look on her face. 

Charlie’s face matched it. Vanessa was bigger, but Charlie was a tiny bit 
more agile, so the race was on for the loose ball. But then, out of nowhere, Kelly 
rushed in and captured it. The two forwards tripped over each other and 
scrambled to their feet just in time to watch Kelly take the ball straight down the 
center and pass it off to a red-shirted halfback, who took it all the way to the goal 
and scored. 

Vanessa cheered her team on, and Charlie went back to her position, 
disappointed and breathing hard. 

The next time Charlie had possession, Vanessa was there again. 
Simultaneously they connected with the ball, sending it soaring straight up. They 
jockeyed for position under it, but Charlie knew Vanessa’s height would win out 
this time. Vanessa leaped up to head the flying ball, but she mistimed her jump 
and came down on top of Charlie, who caught the girl. Immediately Charlie 
realized that her bracelet had activated, so she dropped Vanessa and fell to the 
ground, both of them sprawling over the grass. Charlie flopped to her back, the 
wind knocked out of her. She lay there for a second, seeing stars and feeling the 
bracelet burning on her wrist. The ball rolled out of bounds. 

When Charlie could breathe, she got to her feet. “You okay, Vanessa?” 
Charlie asked, holding out a hand but being careful not to yank the girl to her 
feet. 

“Pm good,” Vanessa said. She hopped up and down, keeping her game face 
on. 


“Blue team’s ball!” Coach hollered. 

Charlie jogged a few steps to make sure everything was working properly. 
The bracelet stayed warm. She gave it a quick click and looked at the screen, 
seeing the elephant lit up. Only the strength ability was activated. 

Charlie took a spot on the field near where the ball had gone out of bounds 
and waited for her teammate to throw it in. Out of the corner of her eye she saw 
Kelly step up behind her. 

The ball flew over their heads. They both turned to run toward it, Kelly 
pushing off Charlie to get a head start. With only her strength activated, not 
speed, Charlie had to hustle to catch up to Kelly and get in front of her, but by 
some miracle she pulled it off. She started toward the goal, almost no opposition 
in front of her. But Kelly was on her heels, trying with all her might—and 
almost succeeding—to get the ball away from Charlie. 

Charlie passed to the teammate on her right and faked left as the red team’s 
halfbacks caught up with them. With a look of consternation, Kelly realized how 
far she’d strayed from her position. She abandoned her efforts, letting her 
teammates do their job, and turned to jog back toward the goal to protect it with 
the other fullbacks. 

As the blue team drew close, Charlie’s teammate flipped the ball back to 
Charlie. Seeing her shot, Charlie pulled her leg back and punted the ball as hard 
as she could toward the goal. The ball screamed toward it . . . heading straight 
for Kelly. Kelly didn’t see it coming until she looked up at the last second. The 
ball struck her hard in the side of her face, knocking her off her feet, and 
ricocheted directly into the goal. 

Which meant that Kelly had accidentally scored against her own team. 

Everyone was silent for a split second, trying to comprehend what had just 
happened, and then several of Charlie’s teammates began cheering for the goal. 
Some of the girls on Kelly’s team exploded in anger, while others ran to make 
sure Kelly was okay. 

“Oh, crud,” Charlie whispered. She put her hand in the air, claiming fault— 
though, in truth, if Kelly had watched where she was going, she might have 
dodged the hit in time. Thankfully Kelly soon rose to her feet, her cheek an 
angry shade of red. She was furious. Charlie glanced at Maria with a look of 
relief once she saw that Kelly wasn’t seriously hurt. 

As Coach declared the blue team victorious and called an end to practice, 
Charlie ran over to Kelly to apologize, but the girl was surrounded. 

Not wanting to fight her way through the crowd, Charlie headed to the locker 


room instead to change first. Maria caught up with her, and they walked 
together. 

“Chuck, you need to be careful,” Maria murmured. “Did you notice the 
bracelet had activated? That was a really intense kick.” 

“T know,” Charlie said. “I wasn’t aiming for Kelly—she just got in the way.” 

Maria shot her a sympathetic smile, and the two parted in the sea of players. 
They’d have to talk later. 

Charlie started to get dressed amid the chatter. Some of the girls were 
imitating Kelly and the way she got bowled over when the ball hit her. Charlie 
frowned and hurried to pack up her things, wanting to get out of there before 
Kelly came in and heard her teammates making fun of her. Sure, Charlie didn’t 
really like Kelly all that much, but she didn’t want people to be mean to her 
either. 

When Charlie was ready, she grabbed her backpack and phone and slipped 
through the locker room, then paused at the door, feeling like she should tell 
them all to lay off. But she changed her mind. She was still really new here. She 
didn’t want people to turn on her, too. Besides, a tiny part of Charlie thought 
Kelly could use a bit of ridicule to take her down a notch. She turned to go. 

As she went out the door and toward the path that led to home, she saw Kelly 
coming in from the field. Kelly glowered at her. 

Charlie slowed, feeling guilty. “Are you okay?” she asked, trying not to stare 
at the giant red blotch on Kelly’s cheek. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to hit you 
with the ball.” 

Kelly’s eyebrows twitched. And while her mouth remained in its angry pout, 
her other features softened the tiniest bit. She turned her head away. “I’m fine,” 
she said with a cool smile. 

“Good. Because we’re on the same team from here on out.” 

“Whether we like it or not,’ Kelly said, and even though she still wore a 
smile, she didn’t seem happy. She hesitated, then kept going to the locker room. 

Charlie watched her for a moment, then turned away and walked home. 


CHAPTER 29 
Bold Moves 


Ever since Saturday morning at the movies, Mac had been acting a little 
strange. But he seemed as excited as always when the three of them were talking 
secretly about the bracelet and its powers. Charlie couldn’t quite figure out what 
was going on with him. 

At lunch on Tuesday, Maria glanced over her shoulder at Kelly’s table, then 
leaned toward Charlie, who sat across from her. “Did you see the bruise you 
gave her?” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “How could I miss it?” 

Mac squinted at Charlie. “You gave her that? How?” 

“Hit her with the ball when my strength kicked in. Not on purpose. She got 
in the way.” 

“Wow,” said Mac. “Bet she was mad.” 

“No kidding,” said Charlie. 

“T wonder why your strength turned on in the first place,” said Maria. “Was 
it another one of those weird glitches like Friday night?” 

“I don’t think so,” said Charlie. “Vanessa fell on me, and that turned it on.” 

“Weird glitches?” asked Mac. He gave Maria an accusing look. 

“Sorry. Forgot to tell you about that part.” Maria filled him in on the things 
that he didn’t know had happened at Charlie’s house with the scary movie, and 
then in a quieter voice she explained to Mac how they’d expected the speed 
power to kick in, but the strength power had turned on for some reason. 

“That’s strange,” said Mac. “Did you look at the bracelet at all?” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “The elephant was lit up—in color. It was pretty cool. 
PIl have to show you the next time it’s activated. It’s back to normal now.” She 
shoved up her sleeve and held out her arm to show him. 

He scooted his chair back a few inches and leaned away. “That’s okay,” he 
said, looking around. “I’ve seen that.” 

Charlie’s eyes narrowed. “Ooh-kay,” she said. She pushed her sleeve over 


the bracelet and sat back. 

Maria didn’t seem to notice. “You should have seen the wall at Charlie’s 
house, though,” she said, shaking her head. 

“T saw the photo.” 

“And the doorstop—holy smokes. She obliterated it.” 

Mac stopped scanning the cafeteria and looked at her. “Guess you had to be 
there,” he said, a little too lightly. 

Maria picked up on his tone this time. She frowned. “What’s that supposed 
to mean?” 

“Nothing,” said Mac. “I... I gotta go work on a thing. Meeting a friend. 
Later.” 

Mac left with his tray. Maria watched him catch up to a group of guys. “See? 
He’s doing it again.” 

Charlie shrugged. “I don’t know what’s up with him. But starting tomorrow 
I’m going to help out with the set for the musical during lunch. The show is 
Friday night, and we’re not even close to being ready. We could use some more 
help—do you want to come?” 

“T don’t know,” said Maria dubiously. “Isn’t Mr. Anderson kind of nuts?” 

Charlie grinned. “A little, but building the set is really fun, and he’s not 
around much. When I started here,” she confided, “I picked theater class as an 
elective because my mom thought it would be good to help me make friends.” 
She grimaced. “But it sounded easy, so I went along with it.” 

Maria laughed. “Moms,” she said, shaking her head. 

“T know. But it turns out theater class is way better than I expected it would 
be.” Her face began to light up as she talked. “We get to use tools without any 
adults hovering over us making us nervous. And Sara, the stage manager, is 
really cool—she asks my opinion about the set even though I’m new.” 

“Sara Cortez? I know her. She’s nice.” 

Charlie nodded and went on. “Mr. Anderson has a lot going on with the 
actors and musicians, so he leaves us alone and has us figure out how to do stuff 
on our own. He’s in the building if we need him, obviously, but he keeps telling 
us it’s our production, so we’re in charge, not him.” She pondered for a moment, 
trying to pinpoint what it was she liked so much about that. “He trusts us,” she 
said finally. “So... do you wanna come help?” 

Maria gave a small smile. “Sure,” she said. “I guess if Mac is going to keep 
ditching me, anything sounds better than sitting here alone.” 


The next day Charlie and Maria met up before lunch and walked together past 
the cafeteria building on their way to the auditorium. As they crossed the 
courtyard, they ran into Mac. 

“Hey,” he said. “So you’re working on the set?” 

“Like I told you this morning,” said Maria, a bit coolly. 

“Okay, well, I was just making sure,” said Mac, looking down. He kicked a 
rock off the sidewalk into the stones nearby. “Have fun.” He started toward the 
cafeteria. 

Maria watched him go, her face troubled. 

Charlie felt a pang of pity for both of them. “Wait,” she called after Mac. 
“We could use more help if you want to come along.” 

Mac stopped and turned back to the girls. He studied them for a second and 
then shrugged. “I mean, if you really need help, I suppose I could.” 

“Come on,” said Charlie, and Mac caught up with them. 

Charlie tracked down Mr. Anderson to let him know she’d brought friends, 
and he was very glad to have the extra help. Since Charlie knew what was going 
on with the set, he let her give them their jobs, and he disappeared to work with 
a few of the actors. 

Charlie showed Mac and Maria the construction area backstage, which was 
opposite the side where Kelly usually hung out with a few of her adoring 
stagehands when she wasn’t rehearsing. Charlie pointed out two towering pillars 
that were lying on their sides. 

“I painted them yesterday during class,” Charlie said to Maria and Mac. 
“Now we just need you to do the black trim, and then carefully carry these guys 
onstage and set them up on the movable platform.” 

“Aren’t they heavy?” asked Maria. 

“Nope,” said Charlie. “They’re made of Styrofoam, so they’re light. There 
should be tape marking the spots where they go.” She turned and pointed. 
“Black paint and brushes are right there on the worktable, and the trim parts that 
need paint are marked on the diagram next to the pillars. Any questions?” 

Maria shook her head. “I think we’ve got it.” 

Mac, looking like he might be regretting his decision to help, picked up the 
brushes and paint, and he and Maria got started. 

Charlie heard a loud thump, followed by arguing on the other side of the 
stage. “Pll be right back,” she said. She went to investigate and found the 
kitchen set piece in disarray. Kelly was red faced—and not just from the bruise 
—and arguing with Sara. A few set changers stood off to the side, eyeing the 


argument but having a quiet discussion of their own. 

Charlie had seen Kelly tangle with Sara before, and she didn’t want any part 
of it. She started backing away, but Sara saw her. “Charlie, come over here. 
What do you think about this? Kelly—who does not do any set changes—thinks 
that the kitchen should be brought on and off the stage in pieces during scene 
changes. Some of the set changers and I think it’ll take way too much time to do 
it that way, and it’ll sound like a herd of elephants to have that many crew 
pulling off the table, chairs, cupboards, and all the dish props and appliances 
too.” 

“What did Mr. Anderson say?” asked Charlie. 

“He told me to handle it,” said Sara. She eyed Kelly and lifted her chin. 

Charlie blew out a breath and studied the bulky set. She refused to look at 
Kelly, though she could feel the girl’s eyes practically boring a hole through her 
skull. Somehow Charlie doubted that Kelly had forgiven her for hitting her with 
the ball. She hoped that stage makeup would cover the bruise for the show, or 
Kelly might explode. 

“Why do you think we need to tear it down each time, Kelly?” Charlie asked 
carefully. 

“Because it’s too heavy to push it onstage, even on wheels,” said Kelly. 
“These set people were just running through a scene change, and they made such 
a racket trying to push it that I could hear them from the seats. I don’t want my 
audience listening to a bunch of grunting, sweaty cows.” 

The set changers stopped whispering and stared at Kelly. 

“Hey,” Charlie said quietly. “You wouldn’t have a show without us. Maybe 
if you want it to go well you should try appreciating all the work people are 
doing just so you can sing your solo.” 

“Maybe all you should appreciate that it’s thanks to me and the rest of the 
cast that you even have something to do,” Kelly said. 

Charlie frowned. “Are you serious?” 

Kelly sniffed haughtily and looked away, folding her arms. “Nobody asked 
you anyway,” she muttered. 

“I asked her,” said Sara. 

Charlie shot Sara a strained look, then went back to Kelly. “I think you 
should let the stage manager make the call on set changes.” 

She turned and walked over to the set pieces. When assembled, it looked like 
a real little kitchen perched atop a 10-by-12 platform on wheels. There were 
walls on two sides with cabinets attached and painted cardboard appliances in 


place. A hefty dining table with six chairs filled out the rest of the space. 

The platform was large and took up a lot of the backstage area, but it also 
held items that would be difficult to move individually. 

Charlie looked at Sara. “Pll ask my parents if I can work backstage for both 
shows if you want me to, so I can help the set changers push it.” She glanced at 
Kelly. “And none of us will be grunting.” 

Kelly rolled her eyes. “I doubt you’! make a difference,” she scoffed. 

Charlie raised an eyebrow and said nothing, while Sara ignored Kelly 
completely. “That would be great, Charlie,” she said, and turned to the set 
changers. “Put it back together, and let’s try this again.” 

The set changers obeyed. 

Charlie pulled out her phone and hesitated. “Will I get in trouble if Mr. 
Anderson sees me texting them?” 

“Pfft. Not a chance,” said Sara. 

Charlie sent off a quick text to her parents and turned off her phone again. 
“Pm sure it’ll be okay.” She walked around the set piece as the other crew put 
things in place. “Has anyone thought about greasing up the wheels?” 

One of the set changers spoke up, looking a little guilty. “I couldn’t find that 
spray grease stuff.” 

Charlie looked around and hollered, “Who has the WD-40?” 

A girl whose name Charlie couldn’t remember came over with it. Charlie got 
down on the floor and showed her where to spray. She could see more wheels 
under the center of the platform, but they were out of reach, so she hoped getting 
the outer ones done would be enough. They rocked the platform back and forth a 
little. 

“Let’s test it out,” Sara said. She called over the other set changers. “Okay, 
so in the kitchen scene, Kim—played by Kelly—and her family are all eating a 
meal. When we kill the lights, let’s have the actors exit stage left and crew enter 
stage right to push the platform off so we don’t all run into each other.” Sara 
turned to Kelly, who stood observing the situation with arms folded across her 
chest. “Will that work for you to exit stage left after every kitchen scene?” 

“T suppose.” Kelly watched for a moment, then walked away, the click of her 
shoes echoing across the stage. 

“Good,” Sara said, seeming relieved that Kelly was gone. “Thanks, Charlie.” 

Charlie smiled. “Sure.” 

Sara clapped her hands to get the crew’s attention. “Okay, crew, let’s time 
this. P1 hold the curtain aside so the top of the set can clear it.” 


Charlie, another girl, and two boys took their places along one end of the 
platform. 

“It’s too heavy,” warned one of the boys, who was a huge admirer of the 
queen, apparently despite her insults. “The wheels under the center of the 
platform are the ones that get jacked up so we can’t get it going.” 

“Let’s just try this,” Charlie said. “You’ve got me now.” Knowing the 
bracelet wouldn’t help, she hoped her regular strength was enough to get the 
thing rolling. 

The boy snorted. 

When Sara said “Go!” Charlie put all her weight into pushing. The blood 
rushed to her head. Her arms strained, and her hands hurt from boring into the 
wooden frame. The platform leaned a few inches, but the wheels barely budged. 
After a minute the three gave up. 

“Sheesh,” Charlie said under her breath. She felt her bracelet. It was stone- 
cold. Big surprise, she thought. She looked around and called Maria and Mac 
over, and told them what they were trying to do. 

Mac dropped to all fours and peered under the platform. “Why didn’t you oil 
the wheels in the center?” 

“We can’t reach them—the platform isn’t high enough to get under there.” 

Mac squinted. “I can do it.” Before anybody could protest, he grabbed the 
can of WD-40 and flattened himself to the floor, then began sliding under the 
platform, head turned to one side to fit. 

Sara got down on her hands and knees and watched him. “Are you sure you 
should be doing that?” she called out. 

“Tm fine,” Mac said. His legs and feet disappeared under the set piece. 

After a minute Charlie and the others heard the telltale sound of the spray 
can, followed by a muffled shout, “There’s your problem!” followed by a sudden 
coughing fit. “Yuck,” Mac muttered when he stopped coughing. “That stuff is 
lethal.” 

“Don’t breathe that junk, Mac,” said Maria, sounding worried. Charlie 
wondered why, but then remembered Mac’s inhaler. 

“Quiet, Maria,” Mac warned. 

Charlie and Maria exchanged glances. Sara got down to look under the set 
piece. “Great job, Mac,” she said. “You can come on out now.” 

“I’m coming,” said Mac. He coughed. 

They waited. 

Sara squinted. “Mac?” 


“One second!” he called. “Oof.” 

That didn’t sound good. Charlie and Maria dropped to the floor too. 

“Are you okay?” Maria asked him. 

“Tm fine,” he said. “I’m just, well, I’m stuck.” He started wheezing. 

“What?” cried Sara. “You have to get out of there!” 

“And feeling a little, uh, claustrophobic, um, at the moment,” Mac added, his 
voice pitching upward. 

Charlie’s heart pounded. “Can’t you slide back the same way you slid in?” 
she screeched. 

“My shoes keep getting stuck,” he said. His voice sounded scared. He 
wheezed some more. 

“Can you take your shoes off?” Maria suggested. 

“It’s not... ,” Mac said with a cough, “like I can reach them.” 

Charlie could hear Mac’s labored breathing growing louder. She turned to 
Maria, alarmed. “What’s happening?” 

“He’s got asthma,” said Maria quietly. “That WD-40 must have gotten to 
him.” She laid her cheek on the stage and looked under the platform. “You doing 
okay?” 

Mac’s eyes shone scared. “Can’t... catch... my breath... .” 

Maria sat up and looked at Charlie in alarm. “You have to do something,” 
she whispered. “He’s having trouble breathing!” 

Charlie’s heart thudded, and immediately her bracelet grew warm. She 
clicked it on to see which ability was activated, and pulled Maria close to show 
her the brightly colored elephant. 

“Phew,” said Maria, and she whispered, “Let’s lift it off him!” 

“We can’t!” said Charlie. “Not with all these people watching.” 

“We could have everybody help,” said Maria. 

Charlie eyed the set piece. The items on it weren’t attached yet. If they lifted 
one side of the platform, the heavy stuff on it could slide off or the walls could 
tip over—it would be even more dangerous. “No—we’ve got to roll it.” 

She went to the center of one side. “Come on,” she ordered. “Everybody 
grab on! Mac, lie as flat as you can—we’re going to push it.” 

More coughing erupted from underneath the platform. 

Sara called to a group of actors rehearsing a scene nearby to help out, 
explaining the problem, and they quickly came over. Everyone grabbed onto the 
piece, and on Sara’s count, they pushed with all their might, Charlie secretly 
lifting slightly to give Mac more room for the platform to glide over him. 


This time the set piece rolled onstage—and once it got moving, it went with 
almost too much force. 

As soon as Mac was free, he rolled to his side, coughing and wheezing. 
Maria helped him to his feet, but he just scowled and staggered away. “I’m 
fine,” he managed, pulling his inhaler out of his pocket. He escaped to the boys’ 
bathroom, leaving Maria looking hurt. 

“All right!” Sara said once she saw that Mac was okay. She thanked the 
actors, who went back to rehearsing their scene, and addressed the crew. “Good 
work, team. Looks like we can move this thing after all,” she said, a bit smugly, 
though it had taken more people to do it than would be able to help on show 
night. “Let’s try it again with just the four of you. Maybe take it a bit easy there, 
actually—we don’t want the kitchen rolling all the way across the stage, or we’ll 
have to start calling it a food truck.” 

Nobody seemed to get her joke, but it didn’t matter. The two boys looked at 
Charlie. “Well sure,” said the one who liked Kelly, “it moves with seven of us. 
But with four? I doubt it.” The sour look on his face seemed to be ever present. 

“We’ll be fine,” said Charlie, annoyed. “Come on.” She took her position as 
Mac returned and joined Maria to watch. She waited for Sara to signal them. 

“Okay, timing it,” said Sara. “If we’re under thirty seconds, it’s a done deal. 
Annnd, go.” 





Charlie pushed gently on the set piece, remembering her strength was still 
activated, but soon she realized the sour-faced boy had recruited the other boy to 
be annoying too, and they were messing around and not pushing very hard at all, 
trying to prove that Kelly was right. With a burst of anger, Charlie put her full 
strength into it, and the piece rolled smoothly to its designated spot offstage. 

“There,” said Charlie. “Mac fixed the wheels. That wasn’t hard at all.” She 
glared at the boys, who seemed surprised that the platform had moved so well 
without their efforts. 

“That was perfect,” said Sara, glancing at her watch. “Twenty-eight seconds. 
By Friday we’ll knock it down to twenty. It’s settled, then. Crew, let’s nail down 
the kitchen. Thanks, Charlie. You’ve been a great help. Maybe you should try 
for stage manager for the next show.” 

Charlie beamed. “Thanks! Maybe I will.” 

The boys just looked at her dubiously and said nothing. Which was more 
than enough, as far as Charlie was concerned. 

She didn’t see Mac frowning at her from backstage. 


CHAPTER 30 
Living on the Edge 


Throughout the rest of the school day, Charlie realized the strength ability 
remained activated, so she was extracareful as she moved from class to class. 
The elephant stayed lit up during soccer practice, too. This thing is definitely 
glitchy, she thought. As puzzling as that was, she took advantage of the strength 
to make some great shots, managing to leave her friendly rival, Vanessa, without 
the ball more times than not. But Charlie was careful not to be too obvious about 
it. She didn’t want to make anybody suspicious. 

After practice, Coach Candy called for a team-building meeting. Charlie, 
Maria, Kelly, Vanessa, Bree, and all the other girls assembled in the locker 
room. The energy was high—everybody was excited about the first game 
tomorrow, and to see who was going to start. 

Charlie loved this part of being on a sports team—the anticipation of the first 
game, everybody on the team so hyped up to go out there and play together and 
win. By now Charlie really felt like she was part of something—like she 
belonged. And it was a really good feeling. But there was a weird part to it too. 
Charlie had been playing against some of these girls this whole time. They had 
been the ones to beat. Now they, as a group, were one. Each of them had to 
change whatever negative feelings they’d had for some of their rival teammates 
into positive ones, which could be hard. 

Coach Candy called for silence. “We’ll keep this brief,” she said. “And 
before I read the lineup, I want to tell you all that I’m so proud to be your coach. 
You are putting in your best effort, and that is such a delight to me. We are a 
very strong team this season, and I can’t wait to see what you do.” 

The girls beamed from the praise and a few high-fived each other. 

“This is always a tricky moment,” she went on, “going from scrimmaging 
against one another to coming together as a team. We’ve had some scrapes and 
some tense moments.” Coach Candy looked around the group, and the girls grew 
silent. “That indicates passion, which is a good thing. But let’s all remember that 


now we’re on the same team. Channel that passion into playing with strength 
together.” 

Charlie glanced at Kelly, who was staring stone-faced at the locker room 
floor. Vanessa looked Charlie’s way and smiled. She grinned back. Charlie knew 
she could be a team player with anybody in this room—even Kelly. But whether 
Kelly could play nicely with her remained to be seen. 

Coach Candy pulled out the roster and announced the starters. She named the 
goalie, the fullbacks and sweeper, and the halfbacks. Kelly’s and Maria’s names 
were both called, to no one’s surprise. Then Coach called the four starting 
forwards . . . and she ended by calling Charlie’s name. 

Charlie’s heart surged. She was going to start the first game! Maria reached 
over to fist bump her, and Coach led them all in their team chant: “Let’s go, 
Summit! We’re the TOP!” 

With the meeting over, the girls began to disperse. Vanessa touched 
Charlie’s sleeve. “Congratulations,” she said quietly. Her face was filled with 
disappointment, but she seemed bent on pushing past it. 

Charlie’s eyes widened. In her excitement she hadn’t realized Vanessa’s 
name wasn’t called. “Oh!” she said. “Oh, Vanessa—I’m really sorry.” 

“Tt’s cool,” said Vanessa bravely. “You deserved it—especially after the way 
you played today.” 

Charlie’s smile faded. “Thanks,” she said, dropping her gaze. “Um, I guess 
Ill see you tomorrow.” 

“See you.” Vanessa moved to get her things and left. 

Charlie watched her go, then lifted her sleeve and clicked her bracelet. The 
elephant was back to its gray, wavy self. 


Maria was waiting outside the locker room for her. Together they walked to 
Maria’s house, Charlie strangely quiet while Maria talked excitedly about the 
upcoming game. By the time they reached her street, Maria was so animated that 
she accidentally began crossing without looking for traffic. 

“Look out!” Charlie said, grabbing Maria’s arm as a big white van screeched 
to a halt a few feet away. Charlie squinted at the driver, but the sun was 
bouncing off the windshield, and she couldn’t see. The van squealed around the 
girls and took off down the street. 

“Rude!” said Maria, watching it go. “This is a neighborhood, you loser!” 

“Are you okay?” asked Charlie. 

Maria turned to her. “Yeah. Thanks, Chuck.” 


“No problem. Looks like that didn’t even activate the bracelet.” 

“Well, I guess I didn’t rate high enough to trigger a need to be rescued,” 
Maria said with a laugh. 

“That’s probably a good thing, don’t you think?” 

“I suppose so.” 

When they got to Maria’s house, they greeted her parents and grabbed a 
snack. Maria introduced Charlie to her three stepbrothers, who were all younger 
than her and doing homework or coloring at the kitchen table. 

“Hi there,” Charlie said to the boys before Maria grabbed her by the wrist 
and dragged her to her bedroom. Mac was sitting in his usual spot at Maria’s 
desk, hunched over his iPad. 

“Oh,” said Maria. She acted like she was still a bit miffed about the way Mac 
treated her after the set-building incident at lunch. “Didn’t know you’d be here.” 

“T’m always here,” Mac said, not looking up. 

“Are you feeling okay after your asthma attack?” asked Charlie. 

“Tm fine,” Mac said, almost angrily. 

Maria rolled her eyes. “He’s a little sensitive about it. Kids used to tease him 
back in second and third grade because he made a little barking noise.” 

Mac ignored her, and Charlie wasn’t sure what to say. It seemed like Maria 
was trying to get him to react, and he wasn’t taking the bait. 

“Charlie saved your life, you know,” Maria said matter-of-factly, even 
though it wasn’t really true. She threw her backpack onto her bed and plopped 
down next to it. Charlie did the same and rolled back, staring at the ceiling. 

“Some hummingbirds weigh less than a penny,” said Mac, like he was trying 
to change the subject. “And the oldest-known clam is over five hundred years 
old. Guess where it was discovered.” 

Maria glared at him. “I don’t know. Your butt? Did you hear what I said?” 

“Wrong—it was Iceland. And a king cobra’s venom is strong enough to kill 
you a hundred and fifty times over.” 

“What if you have a healing superpower?” asked Charlie, and then she bit 
her lip, not sure she wanted to enter the strained conversation. 

Mac frowned and didn’t answer at first. But then he looked up, skeptical. “I 
don’t think your bracelet is going to bring you back to life,” he said. “Once 
you’re dead, you’re dead.” 

Maria turned over to lie on her stomach. She propped her chin in her hands. 
“Since when do you make the bracelet rules?” she said crossly. “You don’t know 
if it can bring her back to life or not.” 


Mac looked at her. “What’s up with you? Are you trying to pick a fight with 
me or something?” 

“Why can’t you just say thanks to Charlie? She’s the one who moved the 
platform off you.” 

“Yeah,” Mac retorted, “okay, let’s talk about that. Because later I heard those 
two guys muttering about how Charlie practically pushed the whole platform by 
herself. What kind of move was that, huh, Charlie? People are going to figure it 
out if you keep showing off like that. I hope you don’t think those guys are 
going to push hard next time now that they’re suspicious. And what are you 
going to do for the actual show if your bracelet isn’t activated? Run out in front 
of a speeding train before every scene change? Huh, Charlie? Did you think of 
that?” 

Charlie’s mouth opened, and then she closed it. She thought for a moment. 
“If they see it’s not moving, they’ll help for the sake of the show,” Charlie said 
quietly, turning to lie on her side so she could see him. “We’ll be able to get it 
moving thanks to you greasing the middle wheels.” 

“Thank you!” Mac said, agitated. “It’s about time I got some appreciation 
around here for once.” 

“We appreciate you,” said Maria, exasperated. “Sheesh.” 

“How would I know?” He turned back to his iPad and muttered, “You’re 
both too busy having sleepovers and messing with the bracelet without me.” 

Maria scrunched up her nose. “Maybe you’re the one who’s too busy with 
your other friends.” 

Mac scowled at the tablet. “Yeah, whatever. Anyway, I’ve got the master list 
of codes. Lemme see the device again.” 

Charlie got off the bed and went over to stand next to him, holding out her 
arm. He pushed a few buttons to get it to the proper screen. He tapped, then hit 
random buttons until it wouldn’t let him enter any more characters. “Seven, 
max,” he muttered. “Ridiculous.” He started keying in alphanumeric 
combinations. 

Charlie was quiet, thinking about what Mac had said. He was right. It had 
been a dumb idea for her to push that platform so hard. What if they couldn’t 
move it after all? Hopefully they’d have more chances tomorrow to test it out. 


Mac got through only one page of passwords before he had to leave for dinner. 
When Charlie got home she found Andy sitting at the table eating cereal and 
reading the comic book Maria had lent her. 


“Where’s Mom and Dad?” asked Charlie, setting down her things. 

“Where d’you fink?” said Andy, his mouth full. He didn’t look up from the 
comic. 

“There’s supposed to be leftovers in the fridge,” she said. 

Andy shrugged. “I like cereal.” 

Charlie grabbed a bowl and spoon and poured herself some. “How’s Ms. 
Marvel?” she asked. 

“Tt’s great,” he said. “Where did this come from?” 

“Maria brought it for me. You can finish it first if you want.” 

“Thanks.” 

Charlie watched him read. He didn’t seem to be sad about their parents 
working late yet again. In fact, he liked being home alone. But her big-sister 
instinct kicked in. “How’s school going?” she asked. 

“Good,” he said. He turned the page and took another bite. Milk dribbled 
down his chin, and he wiped it away with his sleeve. 

“Are you making more friends?” 

Andy looked up. “Why are you being Mom?” 

“T don’t know. Maybe because she’s never here,” Charlie said. 

Andy went back to reading. 

Charlie ate a few spoonfuls of cereal and then said, “Are you coming to my 
game tomorrow with Dad?” 

“No.” 

“But I’m starting.” 

“So. You always start.” 

Charlie shrugged and changed the subject. “I texted Dad about the musical at 
school Friday night. It’s at seven, in case he forgets.” She frowned, thinking. 
“Though I’m not sure he can get away two whole nights in a row just for me.” 

“Got it,” said Andy, still reading. 

“There was a big fight today at lunch,” Charlie went on. “The stage manager 
and one of the lead actors got into it about the kitchen set piece.” 

Andy looked up. “A fight? Like fists and stuff?” 

“No, sorry. Just an argument. The stage manager asked me whether we 
should keep the kitchen set on the platform or move the individual pieces on and 
off, and I told her we should keep the set pieces on the platform, and I would 
help roll it on and off. So I’ll be helping backstage after school Friday until after 
the show is over. I won’t be sitting with you for the performance or anything.” 

Andy didn’t respond. 


“That’s Friday,” she repeated. 

Andy sighed. “Why are you telling me this boring stuff?” 

“Because I don’t want Dad to forget to come. And since I won’t be coming 
home after school now, I figured Pd better tell you.” 

“T told you I got it. Seven o’clock on Saturday night.” He grinned. 

“Friday night!” said Charlie. She made a face at him and then moved her 
bowl aside and took out her homework, figuring she may as well hang out with 
Andy since nobody else was. 

Five minutes later, Andy took the comic and disappeared to his room. 


CHAPTER 31 
Promises, Promises 


Thursday at lunch Mac and Maria both helped with the set again. Neither of 
them said anything about the previous day’s fight, though the air was a little 
prickly between them at first. Charlie wasn’t sure what to do, but with the show 
looming, she didn’t have time to try to help them get past it—not that they would 
want her to butt in anyway. She figured they’d been friends for years, and they’d 
probably had fights before that they’d had to work through. So she gave them 
some tasks to do and tried to stay out of their way. By the end of lunch period 
Mac and Maria were acting almost normal again. 

After school, Mac sent Maria a Snapchat of himself sitting in the bleachers 
waiting for the game to start, just like always. Maria rushed over to Charlie in 
the locker room and replayed it for her to see. Charlie grinned. And even though 
Mac hadn’t included her in his Snapchat recipients, it was good to see Maria 
feeling better. It really gave her a mental boost—she was more determined than 
ever to win the game. 

The teams soon went to the field. Charlie was nervous seeing all the parents 
and friends in the stands, but she felt proud wearing her new team uniform that 
matched the others. Her teammates treated her like one of them even though she 
was new, and that felt pretty great. Charlie scanned the bleachers looking for her 
dad, but soon Coach called the starters together and she had to abandon her 
search. 

As the game was about to begin, the first-string girls eyed their opposition. 
Some of them were friends with players on the other school’s team and shared 
what they knew about their strategies. As Summit’s team headed out to get into 
position, even Kelly fell into step with Charlie and offered an encouraging 
“Let’s do this” before peeling off and going to her place on the field. 

As Charlie waited in position for the whistle, she glanced at the bench and 
saw Vanessa there, leaning forward intently and shouting her support to the 
starters. A wave of guilt passed through her. Was she really the right person to 


be in this spot? Or had she only won the right to it by using the bracelet’s 
powers? 

They would soon find out. The referee started the game, and Charlie burst 
forward, brimming with energy. But the other team was just as hyped up. They 
grabbed the ball early on and dominated for the first several minutes, keeping the 
action near Summit’s goal and leaving Charlie standing midfield with her fellow 
forwards, anxious and unable to help. Kelly and Maria fought to keep the other 
team from scoring. 

When the ball rolled out of bounds on Charlie’s side of the field, Kelly 
quickly went to throw it in. She caught Charlie’s eye and hurled it to her. Charlie 
flew to it and punted it to an open area, chasing after it and giving her fellow 
forwards a chance to organize. She took it to the line of opposing fullbacks, then 
deftly passed it off to an open teammate, who took it to the goal for a quick 
score, giving Charlie an assist. Charlie pointed at Kelly, giving her credit for the 
excellent throw-in. And Maria was practically doing somersaults, she was so 
excited. It was good to all be playing together for once. 

During the second half, as Charlie scrambled for the ball and felt that thrill of 
the chase, the bracelet grew warm again. For the moment she forgot her guilt— 
this was a real game, after all—and went after the goal like her life depended on 
it. She wove through the opposition, snaking her way deeper and deeper into the 
other team’s defense, then pounded the ball in the goal. The stands erupted in 
cheers. 

With Summit up 2—0, Coach Candy took Charlie out to give her a break and 
give Vanessa some time to play. Charlie gratefully took it and as she caught her 
breath, checked the bracelet to see if it had been speed or strength that had 
activated—she couldn’t tell. To her surprise, the starfish was pulsing a beautiful 
fluorescent pink. Charlie almost laughed. Her healing ability was going strong 
for no apparent reason. 

But that also meant that she had scored that goal without help from the 


device. She could look Vanessa in the eye once more. 
x OK OK 


Summit smoked the competition, 3—0. 

Afterward the girls changed and went outside to look for their friends and 
family. Maria got caught up talking to some other friends, so when Charlie 
spotted Mac she went over to him. 

“Tt was really nice of you to come,” she said. 


“T always come,” he said, but seemed happy that she’d said something. 

Charlie glanced around covertly, then pulled up her sleeve and showed him 
the bracelet with the starfish healing power still going strong. 

“Wow, that’s awesome,” he said, looking closely at the dancing pink 
symbol. But then he quickly drew back as if he’d just remembered that he was 
too cool for girls at school functions. “I didn’t realize you’d hurt yourself. Is that 
why Coach took you out?” 

“No, that’s the thing—I’m not injured. It’s just another glitch, I think.” 

Mac frowned. “When did these glitches start? Or have they always been 
happening?” 

Charlie thought about it. “I guess the first time was when I couldn’t get the 
bracelet off.” 

“And that was after you destroyed the bathroom, right?” 

“Part of the bathroom,” said Charlie. 

Mac pursed his lips and looked sideways at her. “Anyway,” he said. 
“Basically everything points to the notorious bathroom incident as the moment 
things started going a little off the rails.” 

“Yep.” said Charlie. She caught sight of her parents, and her mouth nearly 
fell open. “Wow,” she said, and grabbed Mac’s arm. “Come on, meet my 
parents! I can’t believe my mom’s here.” She pulled Mac toward them and 
pretended to overlook the fact that he stepped sideways on purpose to loosen 
himself from her grasp. 

Her parents walked up together, both of them wearing their work clothes and 
grinning brightly. 

“You both made it,” said Charlie, her face lighting up. “Did you see my 
goal?” 

“We did,” said Charlie’s mom. “Amazing!” 

“You nailed it,” said her dad. 

Charlie hopped up and down, barely able to contain her glee. After the past 
couple of weeks, she had prepared herself to be let down—certainly one of them, 
or even both, would have some work thing come up that was too urgent to miss. 
But here they were—and they had seen her goal. It felt better than she’d ever 
remembered. 

“This is my friend Mac,” she said, and spied Maria running toward them. 

“Hi,” said Mac. 

Maria skidded to a stop next to them. “Hi, Mr. Dr. Wilde. Hi, Mrs. Dr. 
Wilde,” she said. 


“Hi, Maria,” both replied. Mrs. Dr. Wilde laughed at the title. 

Mac shot her a quizzical glance. 

“They’re both doctors,’ Maria explained. “It’s confusing, so I renamed 
them.” 

“T’m really just a lowly biologist,” quipped Charlie’s dad. 

Mac laughed. “Makes sense to me,” he said. They chatted a little about the 
game. 

Charlie loved seeing everybody together. 

While the others were talking, Charlie’s mom leaned toward her and said 
quietly, “Do you want to invite your friends to go out for froyo with us?” 

“You don’t have to go back to work?” 

“No, we’re all yours for the evening.” 

“Totally.” Charlie turned to Mac and Maria. “Do you two want to go out for 
frozen yogurt with us?” 

“Sure!” said Maria at the same time Mac stated, “We can’t.” 

Mac looked sharply at Maria, unable to hide the hurt look on his face. “But 
we always go to The Sugar Plum. It’s first-game tradition.” 

“Yeah,” argued Maria, “but we don’t have to go there.” 

“What if we all go to The Sugar Plum?” Charlie suggested. “Is that okay?” 
she asked her parents. 

Charlie’s parents nodded. “Of course—we’ll go wherever you want.” 

Charlie turned back to her friends. “Well? How about it?” 

Mac glowered at Maria. Then he shook his head. “Forget it,” he said. “I gotta 
go.” He waved to somebody in the distance—or pretended to—and slipped away 
before anyone had the chance to protest. 

Maria sighed. “Well, I’d like to go with you,” she said. 

Mac was really starting to make Charlie mad. 


The next day at lunchtime Charlie and Maria hurried across the courtyard to the 
auditorium to finish up the set—it was Friday, and this was their last chance to 
make things perfect before the dress rehearsal during sixth period. Mac crossed 
their path again, and despite his abrupt departure after the soccer game, he joined 
them to finish painting the set pieces he’d been working on. 

There was a buzz of excitement and nerves as everyone scrambled to get 
things done. There would be two shows tonight: an after-school soft opening 
with a small audience made up of what Sara called “snowbirds.” These were 
older people from retirement communities nearby who spent their winters in 


Arizona but lived in northern states or Canada the rest of the year. 

“The snowbirds love this kind of stuff,” Sara told her. “And they don’t have 
to pay the five bucks for a ticket if they come to the soft opening. We invite 
them so we can do the full show once with a small audience before we do the 
real thing.” 

Charlie thought it was a neat idea. But she couldn’t imagine how everything 
could possibly be ready. At least they’d get through the whole show once before 
everybody’s parents came for the official performance at seven. 

“People, please be careful,” Mr. Anderson called out. “We have a lot of 
bulky set pieces, and our volunteer parent lighting crew from Biggs Electric is 
here, working on ridiculously tiny ladders. Our musical is not a tragedy—let’s 
not make today’s actions tragic either.” 

The few students working near him mumbled their compliance. 

Apart from the adults on the lighting crew, Mac was on a ladder too, 
touching up the gold letters on the train station sign, which stood high above the 
platform Charlie had built. 

Charlie was as pumped up by the excitement of the show as she was about 
yesterday’s soccer game. It dawned on her that the two activities were similar— 
they were both team performances, and you really had to scramble if you messed 
up, but there were other people around who would help you out in a jam. Plus, 
the preshow butterflies felt the same as pregame jitters. Maybe this was why 
she’d been enjoying the class so much. 

Sara had learned quickly that she could count on Charlie. She’d given her 
more and more responsibility as the show loomed closer, which was cool. But as 
time ticked down, Charlie realized there was too much to do in the little time 
they had. She and the other set movers had to run through all the changes one 
more time. The train station needed touch-up paint. The props table was a mess, 
and props manager Carmelita had asked Charlie to help organize it, show the 
actors where their spots on the table were, and instruct them to put the props 
back in the exact same place after each scene so the props team would know in 
an instant if any were missing. But the actors tended to roam and socialize when 
they weren’t rehearsing a scene, and it was hard to locate them all. 

Charlie began to race around backstage a little flustered, and knowing she 
needed to go fast. She wished her bracelet would activate so she could run faster. 
Soon she looked at the clock and saw that there were only a few minutes left of 
lunch hour. 

“Okay, everybody finish up!” Sara called out, clapping her hands. “Get all 


your junk off the stage, finish painting and put your stuff away, and get the props 
in place! We need to be ready to start dress rehearsal the minute sixth period 
begins.” 

The cast and crew exploded to life. Charlie saw Maria coming toward her 
empty-handed. “What can I do?” asked Maria. 

“Grab that rack of costumes and take it to the greenroom,” Charlie said. 
“Where’s Mac?” 

“He’s still painting,” said Maria. She rushed to grab the squeaky costume 
rack and began pulling. 

Charlie looked up and saw Mac leaning forward on the ladder, intently 
focused on finishing the touch-up paint. She let him be and went to make sure all 
the small props on the kitchen countertops were stuck down with tape so they 
wouldn’t fall over during set changes. 

In the frenzy before the bell rang, one of the lighting guys gave a shout. A 
rod of lights came crashing to the stage, narrowly missing students. 

Mr. Anderson came running to see what had happened. He flew around a 
corner and caught his foot on the base of Mac’s ladder, which sent him skidding 
onto the stage. The ladder teetered wildly, and Mac gave a yelp. His paint can 
and brush slid off the top of it and hit the floor, splattering everywhere. He 
sprang and grabbed onto the sign he’d been painting as the ladder toppled over, 
and he hung there, twelve feet up, his legs squirming and his hands slipping on 
the wet paint. 

Charlie gasped. Her arm turned warm under the bracelet. She ran to the sign 
and stood under Mac, whose eyes were wide with fright. Students began yelling 
and gathering around, half of them rushing to Mr. Anderson’s side. Maria came 
running, her face awash in fear. 

“Help me put the ladder back!” Charlie cried. 

Maria and Charlie struggled to set up the ladder, but it had bent and twisted 
when it fell, and now it wouldn’t open right. 

Charlie shoved it out of the way, checked the bracelet, and saw the colorful 
elephant lifting the barbell. She planted her feet and locked eyes with Mac. “Just 
let go,” she said quietly, hoping he could read her lips. “You won’t hurt me. I 
can catch you.” 

Mac squirmed, his grip slipping. No doubt he was picking up splinters with 
every centimeter they moved. “Everybody’s watching,” he hissed. 

“Do it, Mac!” Maria shouted, desperation rising in her voice. “Worry about 
that later.” 


“Come on!” Charlie braced herself and reached up as Kelly and the other 
actors appeared to see what the commotion was all about. 

Mac didn’t have a choice. He couldn’t hold on any longer. He closed his 
eyes and let go. 

A sickening gasp arose from the students who’d gathered, followed by a split 
second of silence as Mac landed in Charlie’s arms. Remembering his hesitation, 
she staggered and slid to her knees for the sake of making it look like it was 
difficult. 

While they both caught their breath and realized they were okay, the 
witnesses exploded in applause, which slowly turned to snickers and laughter. 

Mac scowled and jumped out of Charlie’s arms. Mr. Anderson came limping 
over to see if everyone was okay, and Charlie hastily moved out of the limelight, 
sidestepping to pick up the paint can and the brush, pretending nothing out of the 
ordinary had happened. 

But then somebody yelled, “Hey, Mac, who’s your knight in shining armor?” 
Somebody else chanted, “Kiss the girl! Kiss the girl!” and soon others circled 
around Mac, Charlie, and Maria, chanting too. Not even Mr. Anderson could get 
them to quiet down. 

Trapped, Mac grew more and more flustered as the teasing escalated. Maria 
tried to calm him down, but he didn’t want anything to do with her either. 
Finally, as Mr. Anderson began to gain control of the crowd, Mac shouted above 
them. 

“Oh yeah?” said Mac, breaking through the circle and stepping onto the 
platform. “Oh yeah?” he repeated as they quieted down to listen. “Well maybe 
there’s a little something freaky you ought to know about Charlie!” 

Maria jerked around to stare at him. Charlie froze, paint can in hand, as a 
blanket of dread began to suffocate her. She stepped toward Mac, eyes pleading, 
but he refused to turn her way. Then she glared at Maria, staring her down with a 
hard look that said “I told you so.” 


CHAPTER 32 
Confrontations 


The students quieted. From the circle, Kelly spoke up. “Well, Mac?” she asked. 
“What about Charlie?” 

Charlie’s stomach twisted. 

Mac lifted his chin. “Charlie is a—” 

“Mac,” Maria said. 

Mac faltered. “Charlie has—” 

“Mac, shut up!” Maria shouted. 

Charlie closed her eyes, feeling faint. She couldn’t breathe. 

Mac looked at Maria, and then at Charlie, whose face was as white as a 
sheet. 

“Come on! Say it!” a couple of people called out. 

“That’s enough,” said Mr. Anderson. His face was furious. “The bell rang 
three minutes ago while you were all yelling. And I’m not writing any late 
passes!” 

Panic ensued, and most of the students dispersed in moments. Mr. Anderson 
threw his hands up at the mess on the stage, then limped over to the lighting 
crew to ask them if any of the lights that had fallen were beyond repair. Charlie 
turned her back on Mac and tried to stop the tears that threatened to pour out 
now that all the craziness was over. She sucked in a shuddering breath, trying to 
keep it together, and then hurried to put the top on the can of paint even though 
she could barely see what she was doing. There wasn’t much paint left in the 
stupid can anyway. 

Maria put her hand on Charlie’s arm. “Charlie—I’m so sorry,” she 
whispered. 

Charlie shrugged Maria’s hand away. “Leave me alone,” she said, her voice 
hitching. Then she dropped the can and sprinted out the side exit that led directly 
outdoors. She tore down the sidewalk, through the parking lot, and across the 
track and the soccer field. She kept running to the far side of the football 


stadium, where she could find solace alone under the mesquite trees. 

She didn’t care if she got caught. She didn’t care if she got in trouble for 
skipping class. What did it matter anyway? Just when she was starting to like 
being here, everything became so confusing and hard and wrong again. And this 
bracelet was only making it worse. 

Charlie’s chest ached for her old life. Chicago had left a hole in her heart. 
Everything there had been comfortable. Amari was the most loyal friend a girl 
could have. And Charlie’s dad had always been there whenever she needed him 
—not just when it was convenient for him. If she tried calling him now while he 
was teaching, there was no way he’d answer. 

She had just begun feeling like she was fitting in. She’d made friends. She 
was one of the team in soccer. Sara and most of the backstage crew really 
seemed to like her ideas. And Mac had just ruined all of it. By now half the 
school would think she was a freak. She was sure rumors were flying about what 
Mac didn’t finish saying. Charlie is a . . . fill in the blank. Or worse, he’d 
probably gone ahead and told them all about her powers. 

She lay back in the prickly grass and stared at the sky, feeling desperate. She 
pulled her phone from her pocket and texted Amari. “Are you around?” 

But she knew that even with the time difference, it was still early afternoon 
in Chicago, and Amari would be in class for a couple more hours. A few tears 
slid down Charlie’s temples and burrowed into her hair. She put her phone back 
into her pocket. 

After a while she lifted her arm, pushed up her sleeve, and stared at the 
bracelet. It probably didn’t even matter now if she ever got the thing off. 
Someone she thought was a true friend had betrayed her. He was a backstabber. 
Way worse than Kelly, who kept to herself . . . though she’d seemed pretty eager 
to get Mac to spill the beans today. Charlie imagined Kelly sweet-talking Mac 
into telling her. Charlie’s chest tightened with dread. Mac had to be stopped! 

But Charlie was certain it was already too late to stop him. He had been so 
mad at her for saving him! And not only that—it seemed like he’d been mad at 
her for even existing lately. It didn’t make sense. He should be grateful, not 
angry. She saved him not once but twice this week, and he didn’t appreciate 
either of those efforts. Whatever he might want to think about her “showing off,” 
Charlie knew he could have really hurt himself if he’d fallen to the stage on top 
of the broken ladder. 

“He’s been such a jerk lately,” she muttered, thinking of him standing on the 
platform ready to tell all. The tears started again. “Why does Maria even like 


him?” 

Amid the calls of mockingbirds and cactus wrens, Charlie heard the drone of 
something else growing louder. She realized it was the sound of voices and sat 
up. Her heart sank when she saw who it was. 

“There she is,” Maria said, pointing. She started running toward Charlie, 
with Mac right behind her, but they both slowed when Charlie got to her feet and 
started walking the other way. 

“Wait!” Maria called. “Come on, Charlie. Please wait a second.” 

“No. Leave me alone. Go back to school.” Charlie walked faster. 

“Mr. Anderson sent us to find you,” Maria said. “Can you stop a minute, 
please? We know you’re mad, but just hang on, will you?” 

Charlie stopped walking. She folded her arms across her chest, but she didn’t 
turn around. “What do you want?” 

Maria caught up to her. “We need to talk through some things,” she said as 
Mac joined them. “The three of us. But we don’t have time now—Mr. Anderson 
said if we can get you back to school before sixth period, he won’t call our 
parents, and he’ll write us excuses. But we have to get back there now.” 

“Why should I care if he calls my parents,” Charlie said, turning around to 
face them. “Everything’s so messed up anyway, why not one more thing?” She 
glared at Mac. “Or maybe Mac wants to be the one to tell my parents I skipped 
class, since he can’t seem to keep his big mouth shut.” 

Mac looked like he was going to protest, but Maria shut him down with a 
look. 

“Charlie,” Maria said, “Mac didn’t tell anybody anything. After you left, I 
told Mr. Anderson that you were upset and that it was our fault, and I asked if 
we could look for you. He said okay, and muttered something about performance 
days always being full of drama.” She stopped for breath, her face earnest. 
“Mac’s not going to tell anybody anything, are you, Mac.” It was a command, 
not a question. 

“T’m not going to tell anybody,” Mac repeated. 

Charlie sniffed and wiped the grass off her pants. Mac didn’t seem sorry, but 
at least he was saying the right words. 

“If we go now, we get a free pass,” Maria said. “Then maybe we can meet up 
after school and talk all this through. What do you say? Because I don’t want to 
lose you as a friend, Chuck. And neither does Mac.” Maria elbowed Mac hard in 
the ribs. 

Mac nodded miserably. 


Charlie studied him. “You don’t seem very sorry,” she said. 

“Well,” Mac said with an edge to his voice, “I’m sort of dealing with a lot of 
mocking at the moment, so . . .” He shoved his hands in his pockets, his face 
flickering. “But I’m sorry about almost telling everybody about the bracelet,” he 
said. 

“Do you promise you didn’t tell anyone? Not even Kelly?” 

“No way,” Mac scoffed. “I wouldn’t tell her. I didn’t tell anyone,” he 
reiterated, “and I won’t.” 

But could she trust him? He’d promised her once before, and look what had 
happened. Though he didn’t actually tell . . . so he did keep his promise in a way. 
Maybe Mac wasn’t the absolute worst. Charlie thought about what Maria had 
said. And deep down, she didn’t want to lose Maria as a friend either. The part 
about going back to the auditorium now and getting a free pass was sounding 
more tempting by the minute. 

“Fine,” Charlie said finally. “Let’s meet right after the bell rings. P1 have a 
little time before the first show.” 

They agreed on a meeting spot outside the auditorium and returned to find 
Mr. Anderson. He’d swept up the broken lights and cleaned up the paint, and 
was now on a ladder, helping the electricians reattach the strand of lights that 
had fallen. He came down to make sure Charlie was all right and wrote passes 
for them. The three quickly went to class. 

Charlie sat through the rest of fifth period avoiding Kelly’s inquisitive 
glances and dreading going back to the auditorium for the sixth-period dress 
rehearsal. When the bell rang, she darted out of Kelly’s sight, worried what she 
and the other kids might say. 

But by the time she got to the auditorium she was surprised that nobody was 
really talking about the incident at all—they were all too focused on getting 
through as much of the dress rehearsal as possible before they ran out of time. 
And when Charlie thought through all the people who’d been there to witness 
Mac’s fall and his little speech afterward, it really wasn’t that many. Twenty or 
twenty-five at the most. Maybe everybody had forgotten it already. 


When the school bell rang at the end of the day, Charlie sighed with relief. So far 
she had successfully dodged Kelly, and with any luck the star would be too busy 
with the show to bother her. 

Most of the cast and crew were staying in the auditorium to finish up last- 
minute preparations before the soft opening. Charlie carefully surveyed the area 


to make sure Kelly wasn’t lying in wait to ambush her, and snuck through the 
auditorium to the side door to meet Maria and Mac. Only one boy stopped her 
along the way. “Nice catch, Charlie!” he said, and laughed. 

“Thanks,” Charlie mumbled. She felt a little better now. And she was really 
glad she’d gone back to school and that her parents weren’t going to have to find 
out that she almost skipped class. That wouldn’t have gone over very well at all. 
She had to give Maria credit for that. 

She opened the door that led outside and peered all around. No Kelly out 
here either. She slipped through the doorway and, with a sigh of relief, headed to 
the meeting spot. As she rounded the building and began to jog, she ran smack 
into Kelly. Kelly’s phone went flying to the sidewalk, its protective case 
breaking open and skittering over the stones. 

“Watch where you’re going!” Kelly snarled. 

Charlie gasped and put a hand out to catch her fall. Once righted she quickly 
helped pick up the phone case. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know you were there. 
Is it... is it broken?” 

Kelly’s eyes kindled as she snatched the case from Charlie’s grasp and tried 
to fit it back together around the phone. When it snapped neatly into place, 
Kelly’s flash of anger disappeared. She inspected the phone, turning it over. Not 
even a scratch. “It looks okay,” she said. 

Charlie let go of a held breath and inched slowly away. 

Kelly wiped the phone’s face on her jeans and narrowed her eyes at Charlie. 
“Not so fast,” she said. “I think you have some explaining to do.” 


CHAPTER 33 
Good and Bad 


Kelly slid her arm over Charlie’s shoulders. Charlie tried to shrink away, but 
Kelly wasn’t having it. “You’ve had an interesting day, haven’t you,” she said. 

Charlie shrugged and didn’t answer. 

“T’m so curious about what Mac was going to announce to everyone. Maybe 
you could fill me in.” 

Charlie’s hands began to sweat. “I don’t know what he was going to say,” 
she said. 

“Oh,” said Kelly with a little laugh, “I’ll bet you do.” 

Charlie shook her head, and hoped Maria and Mac would come and find her 
and rescue her from this. 

Just then Mr. Anderson poked his head out through the stage door. “Kelly! 
They need you in costumes. Chop-chop!” 

Kelly quickly pulled her arm off Charlie’s shoulders. “I’m coming,” she said 
as Mr. Anderson disappeared. She narrowed her eyes as Charlie turned and 
started walking briskly away. “We’ll talk later,” she called after her. 

“No we won’t,” muttered Charlie. She broke into a run. 

Maria and Mac were already at the meeting spot, and Maria was looking 
around anxiously. Her face cleared when she saw Charlie. 

“Sorry I’m late. I ran into Kelly.” She narrowed her eyes accusingly at Mac. 
“She wanted to know what you were about to say.” 

Mac’s eyes flickered. “Sorry,” he said. 

Maria guided Charlie and Mac down a path that almost nobody from school 
took. It led to an older part of town, where the houses were all different from one 
another. They had roofs with traditional shingles, like in Chicago, instead of 
ceramic tile like Charlie’s and Maria’s houses had. Charlie’s mom had explained 
once that tile roofs weren’t a new thing—they dated back thousands of years and 
were common in Spanish culture. Best of all, the tiles were fireproof, which was 
never a bad thing when you live in a hot, dry climate where it hardly ever rains. 


Once they’d made it out of earshot of other students, Maria stopped and 
turned to Charlie and Mac. “Okay, well,” she said, sounding a little scared, “I’m 
just going to come right out with this—I’m really worried about our friendship. 
With this whole bracelet thing, I think we need to stick together as a team. 
We’ ve got to be able to trust each other, or we’re going to be in big trouble.” 

Charlie’s jaw dropped. “Thats exactly what I’ve been doing,” she 
exclaimed. “I’m not the untrustworthy one.” She clenched her teeth, suddenly 
tired of absolutely everybody. 

“T know, just hang on,” said Maria. She looked at Mac, who stood slumped 
with his hands in his pockets, looking defeated. 

Maria’s eyes searched his. “You’re my best friend, Mac,” she said earnestly. 
“T’d do anything for you. And I think you’d do anything for me. Right?” 

“Yeah. Of course,” he said quietly. 

“Good. I don’t want that to change. I will always have your back. Okay?” 

Mac sighed. “Yeah.” 

“T’ve been feeling kind of bad lately,” Maria admitted. “It’s like . . . it’s like 
you don’t want to hang out with me at school anymore.” She looked swiftly 
away and sniffed. “And you act weird sometimes when you’re with me and 
Charlie, like you wish you were somewhere else.” 

Mac shuffled his feet. “I know. . . . It’s not cool, but everything is just... I 
don’t know. The guys. . .” He trailed off. “It’s just really complicated.” He 
remained thoughtful, and then looked up accusingly. “Besides, you two hang out 
without me all the time.” 

Maria pressed her lips together. “Yeah,” she said. “I mean, I’m not mad that 
you don’t want to hang out with me every second of every day.” She pushed a 
lock of hair out of her eyes and sighed. “I guess I just don’t understand why 
you’re being sneaky and weird and . . .” She glanced at him. “And why you’re 
being mean sometimes,” she said. “Not just to me. To Charlie, too.” 

Mac stared at the ground. Charlie shifted uncomfortably, watching them. 
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“T just hate it when people bug me about you being my girlfriend,” Mac 
blurted out. 

“Aw, Mac,” Maria said, rolling her eyes. “They’re stupid. We know that’s 
not true, so why do you let that bother you so much?” 

“T don’t know,” said Mac. He looked up at Maria and Charlie. “I’ve been 
acting dumb. I’m sorry.” Then his eyes clouded. “But Charlie, do you think 
maybe you can lay off the rescuing bit a little? It’s really embarrassing.” 

Charlie was taken aback. “Excuse me? I saved your life!” 

“T could have dropped to the floor just fine if you’d moved the ladder out of 
the way,” Mac said. “It’s like you just want to be a hero all the time.” 

“What? No I don’t. I was really scared for you!” said Charlie. She looked 
Mac in the eye for the first time in a long time. “You’re my friend,” she said, 
quieter. “I was worried you would get hurt.” 

Mac worked his jaw like he was trying to decide if he could believe her. 
“Oh.” 

Maria spoke up. “It’s really cool that you have the ability to do things,” she 
said gently. “But...” She trailed off and added, “I mean, people might figure it 
out if you’re not careful, you know?” 

Charlie opened her mouth to protest, but then closed it slowly, thinking about 
the various times the device was activated and how she’d handled it. She 
frowned. Had she been showing off? She thought about how she’d pushed the 
platform almost by herself, like she was trying to prove something to those boys. 
And how great it had felt to step up and save Mac, even though now she 
admitted he wasn’t actually in that much danger. She thought about soccer and 
using the device to score when she knew Coach Candy was deciding on which 
girls to place as starters. And she remembered how she’d accidentally hit Kelly 
with the ball and knocked her down—and the tiny feeling of satisfaction she’d 
felt afterward. 

Charlie frowned. She hadn’t been using the bracelet very unselfishly. In fact, 
sometimes she’d actually been kind of a bully. She glanced at the bracelet, and 
then looked up at her friends. “You’re right,” she said quietly. “I’ve been acting 
dumb too. I suppose I ought to have thought things through a little more—and 
considered how other people would be affected if I used the abilities.” She 
hesitated. “Even Kelly, I suppose, though she’s being the worst,” she said with a 
sigh. 

“Yeah, okay, I can see why you’d say that,” said Maria. “But Kelly has some 


rough stuff going on at home, so I also feel bad for her.” 

“She does?” Charlie asked. “I thought everything about her life was perfect.” 

“Not even close,” Maria said. 

“Oh,” Charlie said, embarrassed. She ran a hand over her hair and took a 
deep breath, then looked at Mac. “I messed up,” she confessed. “I should have 
thought about how you’d feel.” 

Mac shifted his weight. He looked at Charlie. “I’m sorry I’ve been 
annoying.” 

Charlie dropped her gaze. “Me too.” 

“Thanks for saving me. I mean . . . it was still pretty awkward though.” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “I get it now. I didn’t think about that when everything 
was happening. And I’m really sorry everybody teased you—I hate when that 
happens.” 

“Tt’s okay,” said Mac. “You might not believe this anymore, but you can 
trust me.” 

Charlie nodded. “Thanks.” She held out her hand. 

Mac hesitated, then took it, and they awkwardly shook on it. 

“T need to get back soon,” said Charlie, checking the time. 

“And I’ve got to go jailbreak a phone,” Mac said. “Good luck with the 
show.” 

Charlie smiled. “Thanks,” she said. He took off. 

“PIIL walk you back,” said Maria. They turned and went toward the 
auditorium. After a moment Maria tilted her head and said, “This bracelet really 
is a seriously awesome thing.” 

“Ts it?” Charlie asked. “Lately, it seems like it’s a lot of trouble, actually.” 

“No. Think about it. It’s huge,” Maria went on. “You have something 
nobody else has. And it’s got so much power. In the comics this is the point 
where you decide if you’re going to become evil or stay good.” She grinned 
impishly. 

Charlie laughed. “Oh, really? This is my big moment?” 

“Totally,” said Maria, becoming animated. “See, if you’d decided to let the 
power go to your head, you’d turn bad really soon.” Maria glanced sidelong and 
grinned sheepishly. “If you were in a comic, I mean.” 

Charlie frowned. “Yeah, but I’m not a comic-book character, Maria.” 

“I realize that,” said Maria. “Obviously. And like I said, I don’t think you’ ll 
turn bad because of your power. But some other superheroes? They hide their 
powers and don’t do anything with them, good or bad. And I’m not so sure that’s 


right either. See, the thing is—and the reason I’m acting like, I don’t know, a 
total comic geek right now—is that I just started to realize how much good stuff 
you can do.” 

Charlie thought about that. “What do you mean, ‘good stuff’ ?” 

“I don’t know. . . . I mean beyond scoring goals. Beyond saving someone 
from spraining their ankle from a fall.” Maria grew more and more passionate, 
her hands gesturing as she spoke. “You’re like a real superhero! You have the 
power to help people in a way that no one else can. And that’s a big deal. Really 
big!” She gripped Charlie’s arm, her eyes shining as a realization came to her. 
“Tt’s ... it’s almost like an obligation.” 

Charlie felt a wave of panic rush through her. “What, so now I’m obligated 
to go out and save people? Like this is my life now? Look what happened when I 
tried to save Mac from falling—he got mad at me and almost blew my cover! 
That was not fun.” 

“Yeah,” Maria said, deflating a little. She let go of Charlie’s arm. “I guess 
that’s a problem when the rescued people don’t appreciate it. But is that a reason 
not to help? I mean, I’m really glad you saved Mac. I was freaking out, and the 
ladder was all twisted up. I was about to do the same thing you did. But both he 
and I would have ended up hurt that way, I’m sure. So even though he didn’t 
seem to appreciate it, I definitely did.” She looked out over the landscape and 
sighed dramatically. “Somebody out there will be grateful for your efforts one 
day.” 

Charlie raised an eyebrow. “I think you’ve had a little too much of theater 
class.” 

“T mean it, though.” 

They reached the stage door. 

Charlie sighed. It was all so much to consider. She shrugged, not sure what 
Maria wanted to hear. “Look, good talk and all that . . .” She glanced down at the 
bracelet bulging under her sleeve. “But I didn’t exactly ask for this—I’m stuck 
with it.” She met Maria’s eyes once more, then reached for the door handle. “I 
gotta go.” 


CHAPTER 34 
The Show Must Go On 


The after-school soft-opening performance was a total disaster. Charlie and the 
others did all right with their major set changes thanks to the platform’s wheels 
all turning properly now, but that had little effect on the actors’ abilities to 
remember their lines and the words to the songs. They seemed to have forgotten 
everything they had done right in the dress rehearsal. Kelly was the only one 
who sounded confident with her part. Plus, the show dragged, and by the time it 
was over, there was only forty minutes for the cast to regroup, change their 
costumes, and eat something before the evening show began. 

While Charlie and the crew reset the stage, Mr. Anderson was in the 
greenroom with the cast, hollering at them. It was clear he was disappointed. 
When Charlie whizzed by the room to get something, she overheard him say, “I 
give you a lot of responsibility in this class. It’s up to you to actually do 
something with it.” 

But he kept his reprimand short and sweet because of the time constraint and 
ended with a note of encouragement, although Sara overheard that part and told 
Charlie she thought it rang a bit hollow. Once they were finished resetting the 
stage, Charlie grabbed a sandwich from the food table and sat down on the floor 
next to Sara to eat. 

The subdued actors filed past to change out of their end-of-show costumes 
and back into their beginning-of-show costumes. Charlie kept her head down 
when Kelly walked by, but the girl seemed in no mood to harass her at the 
moment. She made a beeline for the backstage door, phone in hand. 

“You did a good job, Charlie,” Sara said between bites. “I’m really glad 
you’re in our class.” 

“Thanks,” Charlie said. “I like it a lot.” 

“Maybe we can work on the next play together too,” said Sara. “Co-stage 
managers, whaddya say?” She grinned. “Unless you want to try out for a part.” 

“T like the backstage stuff better, I think.” Charlie shoved the rest of her 


sandwich into her mouth. “But I’m not sure I’m ready to take on your job quite 
yet.” 

They chatted for a few more minutes until another crew member scurried 
past. “They’re opening the doors already,” she said, a panicked look on her face. 
“Full house tonight. Anybody seen Kelly recently?” 

“Not since she went outside,” said Sara. They wiped their mouths and stood 
up. Time to get back to work. 

Charlie headed for the small props table to make sure everything was where 
it was supposed to be. It wasn’t, of course. So she tracked down the actors whose 
props were missing to find out where they’d set them down, and then went in 
search of the items to put them in place. 

By the time Sara called out “Five minutes to curtain,” Charlie had finished 
her preshow tasks. She peeked into the auditorium, watching it fill up with 
parents and students. Was her family there? It was probably too much to ask to 
have her mom at her first soccer game one day and the play the next. But her dad 
had said he would come. Hopefully he didn’t forget. Charlie quickly texted him, 
and he responded almost immediately. “We’re here!” He sent a selfie with Andy, 
both of them wearing goofy looks on their faces, already in their seats. Charlie 
grinned, though she was a little sad her mom wasn’t there. 

She shut down her phone for the duration of the show, then went backstage 
to see if she could help with anything. 

Mr. Anderson was running around, long wispy strands of comb-over hair 
flying. “Where’s Kelly?” he asked everybody he passed. “If you see her, get her 
back here now! She’s not in costume.” Nobody seemed to be able to find her, 
and the other actors were all too busy to search since they were trying to cram- 
learn their lines so Mr. Anderson wouldn’t yell at them again. 

Kelly was the last person Charlie wanted to talk to. But Maria’s casual 
mention that things weren’t going so great at home for Kelly had stayed with 
her. Besides, the show was about to start, and Charlie couldn’t stand the thought 
of an even worse disaster than the earlier one. She slipped down the hallway in 
search of the star. 

First she checked the bathroom, which was looking decidedly better than it 
had the last time Charlie had been in there: the toilet seat and broken tiles on the 
walls had been replaced, and a boarded-up spot covered the wall in place of the 
sink. Not finding Kelly in there, Charlie circled around the back of the 
auditorium and went through the stage door that led outside. It was dark, and at 
first glance Charlie didn’t see anybody. But then she remembered Kelly had 


gone out here after the meeting. Perhaps she’d never come back in. She stepped 
onto the sidewalk and walked down it a few feet. On the other side of an 
overgrown, flowering plant that grew close to the building sat Kelly, still 
wearing her last-scene costume. 

“Kelly?” Charlie called. “We’re only a few minutes to curtain. Mr. A. needs 
you now.” 

Kelly shook her head. “I’m not going. Tell him to find somebody else to play 
Kim.” 

Charlie stared. The first show with Kelly had been bad enough. Doing the 
second one without her would be a tragedy. “Are you joking? I can’t tell him 
that. If you’re serious, you’ve got to tell him. And I hope you’re not serious, 
because nobody else can play Kim. You didn’t want an understudy, remember?” 

“Shut up, Charlotte,” Kelly said bitterly. “I don’t need this crap right now.” 

Charlie recoiled. It was always unsettling when somebody said “Shut up” in 
such a mean voice. Still, remembering what Maria had told her, she didn’t lash 
back. She walked over to Kelly and crouched on the grass next to her. 

“Look,” Charlie said. “You were the only thing that held the first show 
together. I don’t know if you’re upset about how it went or if something else is 
wrong, but we need you. There are a lot of parents out in the audience, and a lot 
of other actors and crew who have worked very hard for this. Everybody’s 
counting on you. You can’t let them down.” 

During Charlie’s speech, Kelly’s face grew even darker. “Why should I care 
about everybody else’s parents?” she spat out bitterly. “Plus, the cast let me 
down by not being ready for opening. It’s embarrassing.” 

Charlie wasn’t sure what to think—something was obviously going on with 
Kelly that was bigger than the show. She looked around for help, but no one else 
was outside, so she kept trying. “Yes, it was rough—and the audience needed 
their pacemakers recharged, because they weren’t reacting at all. But for the past 
thirty minutes, all the other actors have been cramming and rehearsing. We’ve 
got a full house tonight, and the crowd looks jazzed. Everybody’s going to nail 
it.” 

Charlie let out a frustrated breath, then got up. “It’s time. I gotta get 
backstage. Come on. . . please? Because it’s going to be a total train wreck 
without you. Which will really stink, since there’s an actual train scene and 
everything.” She grinned, but Kelly wasn’t playing along. 

Charlie gave up and went back inside. She searched wildly for Mr. 
Anderson, who wasn’t hard to find, since he was a walking ball of stress. 


“Where is she?” he asked. 

“She’s outside beyond the bushes,” Charlie said. “She says she’s not going 
on.” 

“Oh, good grief,’ Mr. Anderson said, rushing toward the door. “Tell Sara not 
to cue the music until I say so.” 

“Got it,” Charlie said. She saw Sara and flagged her down. 

“Kelly!” he bellowed out the stage door. “Kelly, it’s showtime. Come on!” 
He paged frantically through the script in his hand as he waited. 

Charlie delivered the message to Sara and filled her in on what was 
happening, then the two girls watched and waited, spellbound. Would they have 
to do the show without Kelly? 

Mr. Anderson looked up. “Sara!” he said. “Does anybody else know the part 
of Kim?” 

Sara shook her head. “Not that I know of.” 

Just then, Kelly appeared in the doorway. “I’m here,” she said in a quiet 
voice. 

“Oh, thank goodness,” Mr. Anderson said. He opened the door wider, and 
she stepped inside. 

“The show will go on after all!” said Mr. Anderson. “Go change your 
costume, quickly! We’re doing fine, we’re doing fine—it’s not a real 
performance unless we start ten minutes late. . . .” He rushed off. Kelly sped past 
Charlie and Sara to the dressing room without a word. 

Charlie watched her go. “You’re welcome, everyone,” she said with a grin. 
Sara laughed, and the two went to their spots backstage to watch the actors look 
like idiots for the second time today. 


CHAPTER 35 
Deep Thoughts 


A fter the show Charlie found her dad and Andy outside in the school parking 
lot, where the audience had gathered to greet and congratulate the actors. 

“Yay, you came!” Charlie said, grinning widely and giving her dad a hug, 
and then throwing a playful punch at Andy’s shoulder. “Was it awful?” 

“The set changes were smooth,” said Andy with a cheeky grin. “But some of 
the singing . . .” He wrinkled his nose. “The girl who played Kim was good, 
though.” 

“That’s Kelly,” Charlie said halfheartedly. She looked around and spotted 
Kelly basking in the warmth of effusive praise from fans, her laughter ever 
present now. Charlie couldn’t tell if it was real or fake. Had she gotten over 
whatever had been bothering her? 

They chatted about the show, Charlie keeping an eye on Kelly. There was 
nobody near her who looked like they could be her parents. Charlie wondered if 
they hadn’t come. A pang of pity went through her. At least one of her parents 
was here, and Charlie wasn’t even an actor. “Hmm,” she said under her breath. 
“Maybe that’s why she was upset.” 

“Who’s upset?” Dr. Wilde asked. 

Charlie turned her attention back to him. “Never mind. I’m ready to get out 
of here. Did you guys walk or drive?” 

“Dad made us walk,” Andy said, sounding a little cranky. “It’s far. I don’t 
know why you decided walking to school would be fun.” 

“There’s a shortcut. Come on, P1 show you.” Charlie guided them between 
vehicles and led the way, chatting as they went along. “What did you think of 
the show, Dad?” Charlie asked. “Was it a complete disaster?” 

“No, not at all. It was a little long,” Dad said carefully. “But you were 
amazing, of course.” 

Charlie gave him a puzzled look. “Thanks. You know I was just doing the set 
changes, though, right?” 


“Oh!” said Charlie’s dad. “Um . . .” He scratched his head and laughed 
sheepishly. “So you weren’t in the cast?” 

“No, Dad.” 

“Well, that’s a relief. Because I was feeling pretty bad about not being able 
to tell which one was you.” 

Charlie sighed. “I told you a million times I was doing backstage stuff.” 

“T’m sorry. I’ve been a little too busy lately.” 

“Tt’s okay. Just be glad you weren’t at the first show. Did you see the train 
station platform? I totally built that whole thing almost by myself.” 

“You did? It was great,” her dad said. “If you’re that good at building things, 
I think you can probably fix that hole in the drywall yourself,” he teased. 

“Maybe I will,” said Charlie earnestly. “I bet I could figure it out. I like 
building things.” 

He flashed an evil grin. “I’m sure I can find plenty of things for you to do. I 
could use a shed in the backyard.” 

Charlie laughed. 

“What do you need a shed for?” asked Andy. He narrowed his eyes. “You’re 
not going to put Jessie out there just because it’s not cold here, are you?” 

“No, of course not. She’ll always be an inside dog. I just need a place to 
store my old work stuff. It’s taking up too much room in my office. I miss 
having a basement.” 

“You mean those boxes with T-A-L-O-S on them?” Andy asked. “I knocked 
one over in the garage when Charlie slammed me into them the other day.” 

Charlie scowled at him. 

Their father raised an eyebrow. “Charlie, what did you do to him?” 

“Nothing. He’s fine. Aren’t you, Andy?” 

“Yeah, fine,” said Andy, shifty eyed. “So what’s Talos?” 

“Talos Global,” said Charlie. “It’s the company Dad worked with before you 
were born. Right, Dad?” 

“That’s right.” 

“What did you do?” Andy asked. “Were you, like, important or anything?” 

Dad chuckled. “Nothing that amounted to much,” he said. “My team worked 
on some experimental contracts for the government. Top secret stuff.” 

“Top secret?” said Andy, eyes widening. 

“Not even your mom knows much about it.” 

“Wow, that’s so cool.” 

Their father shrugged. “It’s not as cool as it sounds. I had a lot more success 


being a stay-at-home dad, I think, looking after the two of you.” He gave Andy’s 
shoulders a squeeze. “You turned out pretty good.” 

Charlie linked her arm in his, and her mind annoyingly turned to Kelly again. 
“T guess we’re pretty lucky that we had you around so much,” she said. “Even if 
you’re not around now.” 

Dr. Wilde looked offended. “I’m here right now,” he protested. “I think so, 
anyway. Somebody pinch me.” 

Both kids gleefully obliged. 

“Ouch! Yes, I’m definitely here.” 

Charlie hugged his arm as they approached their neighborhood. “That’s true. 
I’m glad you made it. Even if you thought I was in the cast, silly.” 

“Do you wish you could go back to being a stay-at-home dad?” Andy asked 
him. 

Dad scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Yes and no,” he said. “I miss seeing 
you when you get home from school and hearing about all the exciting parts of 
your day. But I think I might get bored. You two are gone every day, and you 
both stay after school for things.” 

“Like Battle of the Books,” said Andy. “Juan and Zach and I all signed up.” 

“Like Battle of the Books,” their father agreed. “So if you two are busy with 
your own things, that leaves only so much cooking, cleaning, shopping, and 
laundry to do. Especially now that Charlie takes care of her own stuff.” 

“We could definitely use your cooking,” said Charlie. “And you can go back 
to doing my laundry if you miss it. Trust me, I don’t mind.” 

Dr. Wilde patted her hand on his arm. “I thought you said you wanted more 
responsibility.” 

“Aw, Dad,” Charlie said mischievously. “Not that kind.” 

“When do I get to do my own laundry?” Andy asked. “I’m ten and a half 
now. Almost.” 

“Believe me, you don’t want to start,” Charlie groaned. “It’s only fun the 
first time.” 


Late that night in bed Charlie mulled over what Maria had said about her 
powers. She saw that Amari had texted her back to make sure all was okay, but 
Charlie hadn’t had a chance to reply yet. Now she considered telling Amari 
everything about the bracelet and about what Maria had said about her 
responsibility to help other people. Amari was sensible and would know what to 
say. 


But Charlie held back. Witnessing the bracelet’s powers felt kind of like one 
of those “had to be there” moments. You had to see Charlie in action to believe 
what the bracelet could do, like Maria and Mac had. And you couldn’t tell just 
anybody about something like this. Besides, the more people who knew about 
the bracelet, the riskier it became to have it. By the time Charlie was drifting off 
to sleep, she came to the conclusion that this wasn’t something she couldn’t talk 
to her old best friend about. And surprisingly, that felt okay. 


The rest of the weekend was filled with chores. On Saturday Charlie did laundry 
and cleaned the house with Andy and her mom while their dad worked in his 
study on lesson plans for the upcoming week. And on Sunday, with Mom 
working at the hospital, Dad emerged to help Charlie fix the drywall and install a 
new doorstop. And then for dinner her dad taught her how to cook her favorite 
chicken-broccoli casserole so that when he didn’t have time to do it, she could 
take over. 

Working around the house gave Charlie more time to think about the 
bracelet. She remained conflicted about her responsibilities. Having special 
abilities was fun when it came to winning soccer games or moving stage sets. 
But the way Maria had talked, it was like she was supposed to go out and look 
for all sorts of good deeds to perform or something. And even though she and 
Mac had worked through their differences, Charlie was a little shy about running 
out to help other people now—what if they reacted like he had? Charlie would 
rather get rid of the bracelet altogether than deal with that again. Hopefully soon, 
Mac could try some more passwords, or at least give her the lists of codes so she 
could do some in her spare time. She thought about texting him to ask, but she 
didn’t quite feel comfortable doing that after their confrontation on Friday. 
Maybe it was better for everybody to have a little space over the weekend. She’d 
ask him on Monday. 

Sunday night, when Charlie was finishing up her homework before bed, 
Andy stopped by her room and tossed the Ms. Marvel comic book on Charlie’s 
desk. “Can you get the second one for me?” 

“Sure, Pll ask Maria,” said Charlie. “You liked it?” 

“Why wouldn’t I? Ms. Marvel kicks butt.” He disappeared. 

Charlie glanced at the comic book. She pulled it closer and studied the cover, 
and then she turned the page and started reading. 


On Monday Charlie was really looking forward to seeing Mac and Maria again. 


Their big discussion seemed so long ago, and now that the musical was over and 
soccer practice was down to once a week plus a game, Charlie was anxious to 
spend more time trying to break the code. It’s not that she hated the bracelet, 
exactly. She just wished she could take it off and be normal if she chose to—it 
was getting hard to remember what that was like. 

She found Mac and Maria standing together outside their first-period 
classroom, arguing about the action movie they’d seen Saturday morning. Life 
seemed back to normal for them. 

“Hey, it’s M&M,” said Charlie, walking up. She felt her cheeks grow warm 
as she remembered their last meet-up. She still felt embarrassed about being 
called out for acting like a showoff. Hopefully they wouldn’t talk about that 
anymore. 

“Hey, Chuck!” said Maria, and Mac held out a fist for her to bump. Mendez, 
the jerk who’d been at the movie theater the Saturday before last, passed by 
them in the hallway. He wolf whistled and wagged his eyebrows at Mac and the 
girls. But this time Mac ignored the kid instead of getting mad. And Maria 
ignored him too. 

“He’ll shut up one of these days,” said Mac after he was gone. 

“Notice he never has any girls around him,” Maria said with a sniff. 

“Only his mom, because somebody’s got to change his diaper,” said Mac. 

Charlie grinned. It was good to be with friends. 

Lunch that day was back to normal. Mac ate with Charlie and Maria, and 
when he was finished, he went off with his other friends, only this time it didn’t 
feel weird. 

“Mac and I talked some more on Saturday after the movie,” Maria said when 
he left. “He was feeling guilty about slinking away to hang out with his other 
friends. And I was feeling guilty for hanging out with you and not including him. 
Because we were so tight, we’d never actually done that before. But we both 
figured out that if it’s something we like doing, well, what’s the problem 
exactly?” She laughed. “Just because we’re not glued at the hip anymore, as my 
mother would say, doesn’t mean we aren’t still best friends.” 

“That’s really cool,” said Charlie. 

“And,” said Maria, “it doesn’t mean I can’t have two best friends.” 

Charlie smiled. She thought of Amari back home. “Two best friends,” she 
said. “Sounds pretty good to me.” 

Kelly kept to herself all day and, to their surprise, didn’t bug Charlie or Mac 
for answers about Friday’s set-building drama. She seemed especially quiet and 


brooding today, actually. 

In theater class Charlie asked Sara if she’d noticed it. 

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Sara said. “It’s probably PSLS.” 

Charlie frowned. “What’s that?” 

“Post-Show Letdown Syndrome,” explained Sara with a laugh. “After 
working so hard for so long and finally performing the show, it’s over. And 
now,” she added, with a poor imitation of dramatic flair, “we have nothing left to 
live for. And we have to tear it all down.” 

Charlie laughed. She understood the feeling. It happened in sports, too, at the 
end of the season. But she didn’t think that was the only thing bothering Kelly. 
The stagehands Kelly had insulted were still grumbling about her. And others 
had heard about the mean things she’d said by now. Some even began to whisper 
about the biting things Kelly sometimes said about other people when they 
weren’t listening. Perhaps it had finally caught up with her. And then there was 
the mystery of Kelly’s parents and her trouble at home. 

Charlie didn’t spend too much time wondering about her, though. She’d 
probably never know what that was all about. And she needed to keep her 
distance—she didn’t want to give Kelly any reason to harass her about her secret 
again. But that seemed to be forgotten along with the rest of last week’s 
excitement as they broke down the stage. 

Soon the platforms and set designs they’d put so much work into were 
dissembled. Charlie found herself dragging some of the trash to the same 
Dumpster she’d lifted a few weeks before. 

At soccer practice after school, Coach Candy reviewed the highs and lows of 
their first game, and then had the team work on their speed drills and passing 
skills before letting them go a little early as a reward for their first win. Charlie 
headed over to Maria’s house with her so Mac could enter some more passwords 
and try to get the device off. Mac was already there, as usual. 

He looked up as they walked in. “Can I see the bracelet?” he said. 

“Sure,” said Charlie. She dropped her backpack and sat down next to him, 
then stretched out her arm. While Mac messed around with the bracelet’s buttons 
to get to the keypad screen and pulled up his list of the most promising options 
that he’d gathered from his phone apps, Charlie picked up Mac’s iPad with her 
free hand. She checked her social media accounts and favorited a few of her 
Chicago friends’ photos, then, out of boredom, she typed “Chimera Mark Five” 
into the search bar. 

There was nothing that put the three words together as an item—only a list of 


results that had one or two of the words in the context. 

“Pfft. Boring,” she said. 

Mac looked up from entering codes to see what she was doing. “Oh, I 
know,” he said. “I searched it back when it went into defense mode. Nada.” 

Charlie clicked on links that seemed interesting. But none of them said 
anything about a bracelet. For the most part, the search landed her on gamers’ 
message boards. 

“There’s no such thing as Chimera Mark Five,” Charlie reported, looking at 
Maria. 

Mac squinted at the bracelet’s screen and inputted the next code. “I just said 
that.” 

Maria frowned. “Nothing at all? How is that even possible? You’d think 
somebody would be talking about it since it’s so powerful and everything. Are 
you sure?” 

“Well,” said Charlie, “I mean, the words exist separately, obviously. And 
Mark Five goes together in a lot of instances—like there’s some sort of boat 
called the Mark V. And it could be a version of a device, like what you said 
about Iron Man’s suits. But never all three words together indicating a thing.” 

“Boo. Maybe it’s top secret.” Maria looked up from the homework she was 
doing. “Did you find the right code yet, Mac?” 

“No,” Mac said. He went back to the bracelet, and then he paused. “You still 
haven’t activated the other two powers, in case you were wondering.” 

“I know. [I’ve been checking. I wish we knew what they stood for, at least.” 

Mac scrolled slowly through the endless list of codes he’d collected, typing 
them in one at a time. There were a gagillion options, and those were just the 
seven-digit alphanumeric codes. But there was no rule that said the code was 
seven digits. It might be six or five or four. And it was also possible that the 
code was strictly numbers or letters, he supposed. This task could take an entire 
lifetime of nonstop typing, and even then there was no guarantee of finding the 
right one. 

After a while he let go of Charlie’s wrist and sighed. “If I knew how long the 
code was, or if it was numbers or letters or a combination of the two, I might be 
able to narrow it down a little. But I don’t know if it’s three characters or seven 
or somewhere in between. And not knowing who sent it, I don’t have any clues 
at all about what combinations they might be more likely to use. I mean, I’ve 
entered the twenty most common pin numbers for all the various lengths, and I 
can go on from there; but let’s be honest—it’s really pointless. I’m just getting 


error after error.” 

Charlie leaned over, and Mac showed her the screen on her bracelet that 
flashed KEY IN ACCESS CODE TO DEACTIVATE at the top of it. Mac entered 
the next code on his list and tapped the space with his finger. An ERROR screen 
popped up. 

Charlie sighed. “This thing is stuck on me forever.” 

Maria studied Mac. “How did you find out what the twenty most common 
pin numbers are?” 

Mac tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “That’s a business secret.” 

“Okay. Well, maybe we don’t know who sent it, but we do know who it was 
addressed to. What if they programmed the code to be something Charlie could 
figure out?” 

Mac stared at her. For a very, very long moment. “You? Are brilliant,” he 
said. “Charlie, I’m going to need some info. Phone numbers, house numbers, zip 
codes, birth date . . .” He found a piece of paper and started scribbling all the 
things he needed. 

Maria shrugged. She closed her book and looked at Charlie. “And if that 
doesn’t work, there’s got to be a way to get the bracelet off if that’s really what 
you want, Chuck. Jaws of Life or something, right? Can’t your mom help? They 
ought to have some tools at the hospital.” 

“Yeah, I suppose,” said Charlie. “I’m not sure if her rinky-dink hospital is 
big enough to have tools like that, though.” 

“Um, excuse me? Navarro Junction hospital has a helipad. It is not rinky- 
dink,” said Maria. 

“No?” Charlie smirked. “What would you call it?” 

Mac looked up from his scribbling. “It’s . . . juvenile, like a young gorilla. 
Still growing—and it doesn’t know its own strength.” 

“Oh, okay,” Charlie said with a smirk. “But wouldn’t cutting it off destroy 
it? I’m not sure I want that to happen.” 

“That’s true,” said Maria. “You probably wouldn’t be able to use it again, so 
that would stink.” 

“I don’t know.” Charlie stood up and wandered the bedroom, an uneasy 
feeling growing inside her. She didn’t want to talk about it anymore. She was 
really confused about how she felt about the powers the bracelet gave her. 
Sometimes she wished she’d never put on the bracelet, and other times she 
couldn’t picture her life without these new abilities. 

“Tt’s the healing power that would be a real bummer to lose,” she said, 


remembering how she might be sitting out soccer this season with a broken leg if 
it hadn’t been for the device. And then she shook her head, feeling horribly 
restless. “Ugh. I can’t even deal with this right now. Let’s just go kick the ball 
around outside or something.” She charged out of the room. 

Mac looked up from his list of questions, like he was about to stop her, but 
she was already gone. “Well,” he said. 

“Wow,” said Maria. “She’s stressed out.” 

“We’d better go.” Mac put the paper on Charlie’s backpack and they got up 
to follow. 

Charlie forged down the hallway and past the kitchen, where Maria’s 
stepdad, Ken, was pulling a huge cast-iron skillet from a cabinet and putting it 
on the stove. Her grandmother Yolanda was stooping in front of the refrigerator, 
taking out several butcher-wrapped packages and an armful of onions. Maria’s 
stepbrothers were nowhere to be seen. 

“Hey, Charlie,” Ken said cheerfully as she raced by. 

“Hi,” Charlie said, not stopping. She burst through the door as if the house 
were suffocating her, but the feeling didn’t go away once she got outside. The 
bracelet felt like it had turned into a huge metal body cast that was squeezing her 
too tightly. 

She stopped in the driveway and stood there a moment, taking a few deep 
breaths, trying to accept the fact that if she really wanted the bracelet off, she’d 
have to ask for help. But if she did, would she have to tell her mother 
everything? What would happen? 

And then suddenly she realized it wasn’t that big of a deal. She didn’t have 
to mention the powers. Her mom didn’t need to know the real reason why she 
wanted it off—wouldn’t anybody want the same thing if they had a bracelet 
stuck on them? 

That thought calmed her. She blew out a breath. Just knowing she had the 
option made everything so much better. 

As she heard the screen door open and close behind her, two little kids on 
bikes whizzed up the street toward her. They were yelling something, and they 
sounded scared. 

“What’s wrong?” Charlie called out to them, her stomach suddenly nervous. 

Maria and Mac joined her, and Maria grabbed Charlie’s arm. “What’s going 
on?” 

“Fire! Fire! There’s a fire!” one of the kids said. 

“What?” Maria cried. “Where?” 


“At the end of the street! The man said to get help!” 


CHAPTER 36 
Fire! 


Charlie, Mac, and Maria exchanged looks. A split second later the three of 
them broke into a run. It didn’t take long for them to detect a hint of smoke in 
the air. 

Maria looked over her shoulder. “Mac, call 9-1-1!” 

Mac was already dialing as he loped along behind them. 

“Charlie, is your bracelet activated?” 

Charlie didn’t have to touch it to know—warmth spread up her arm. “Yes,” 
she said. A sickening wave of fear swept over her as the bracelet grew even 
warmer without her having to do anything. A fire? That was way more than she 
could handle. She ran blindly. Numbly. She couldn’t think straight. She took a 
few deep breaths. “You can do this,” she said to herself, not even sure what it 
was she would have to do. Just knowing she had to do something. 

She sped up. “I gotta go help,” she said over her shoulder, giving her friends 
one last earnest look. And then, with a burst of speed, she tore down the street, 
not caring who saw her. 

Once she rounded a curve in the road, the fire was impossible to miss. 
Smoke poured heavily from a two-story house, and the acrid odor of it was 
inescapable. A neighbor was frantically trying to attach a tangled garden hose to 
the spigot on the side of her house. A small crowd gathered nearby, helpless as 
flames licked the first-story windows. Some of the bystanders were talking 
fearfully on their phones, while others held theirs up to record the tragedy. 

Crouched on the edge of a flat section of the roof was a screaming woman, 
who pointed to a nearby window on the second floor. 

Someone must be trapped inside, thought Charlie. Her blood surged as she 
reached the scene. She had to do something! But how was she supposed to get 
up to the second story when flames were coming out of all the doors and 
windows on the main floor? She broke through the crowd and ran toward the 
house. Instinct took over. She leaped up in the air, grabbing on to a thin copper 


pipe that ran up the side of the house. Then she quickly shinnied up it to the flat 
second-story roof. Her mind focused laser-like on the task and shut out the 
reaction from the crowd below. 

At the top, she hoisted herself onto the roof and sprang to her feet. The 
woman ran to her, hysterical, tugging at Charlie’s shirt and saying something in 
Spanish. Charlie didn’t understand. 

“Come on, I’ll get you down,” she said to the woman, holding out her arms. 

The woman shook her head and pointed inside the broken window. She 
started screaming again. 

Charlie tuned in to someone yelling the same thing over and over from 
below. “Her son is trapped! She won’t come down without him.” 

Charlie could feel the fiery heat coming from inside. Sweat poured down her 
face. She peered into the window but couldn’t see anything but soot and flashes 
of fire in the darkness. It would be stupid to go in there. But someone needed her 
help. What else was Charlie supposed to do? She couldn’t leave them there. 

Charlie closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. No one in her right 
mind would enter a burning building for the sake of a stranger unless she was a 
firefighter. But here Charlie was. Doing it. She hoped the bracelet wouldn’t 
glitch now and that the healing power would kick in immediately when 
necessary. 

With a grunt, Charlie ripped a strip of cloth from her T-shirt and tied it 
around her head, over her nose and mouth. She took one last deep breath and 
dove through the broken window and over the line of flames. She landed on her 
back, rolled to her hands and knees, and crawled out of the room and into the 
hallway. 

With the thick smoke and soot covering the windows, it was almost as dark 
as night inside the house except for the flare-ups. Charlie couldn’t see anything. 
Her heart sank—she’d never be able to find the boy this way. She pulled her 
mask up to her forehead to stop the sweat from stinging her eyes and crept 
forward. 

As she moved along, she heard strange echoing chirps and tilted her head, 
trying to figure out where they were coming from. Was there a pet bird in the 
house too? But she soon ignored the chirps because, in front of her, a 
shimmering outline of a hallway appeared like a silver shadow in the darkness. 
Encouraged, she got to her feet and, keeping low, set off in search of the boy. 

The odd chirping continued and so did the shimmering silver shadows, 
outlining everything in her path. The air was thick. One room was fully engulfed 


—there was no chance of survival if the woman’s son was in there. Charlie 
grabbed the doorknob to pull the door shut and keep the fire from getting to the 
hallway, and yelped in pain—the knob was white-hot. Her hand throbbed. The 
smoke was horrible. Charlie knew she didn’t have much time before she’d have 
to get out. 

Then she heard a small cry from behind a closed door on the other side of a 
fiery patch of carpet. Charlie ran deftly toward the sound. A moment later a 
burning chunk of the ceiling fell across the hallway behind her. She was 
surrounded by fire. 

Panicking and knowing she had to act fast, she pulled her T-shirt mask over 
her mouth and nose again, then bent over, dug her fingers into the carpet, and 
ripped the burning section up from the floor. She rolled it down the hallway past 
the closed door and stomped on it to put out the fire. 





Lungs burning, Charlie returned to the door and tested the knob gingerly. It 
was hot but tolerable. She flung the door open. With less smoke in this room, she 
pulled her mask off—she could breathe in here. Immediately the chirping began 
again, and Charlie realized that the sound was coming from her! She watched in 
awe as the shimmering silver outlines of a dresser, changing table, and crib 
formed in the semidarkness. What was happening? Whatever it was, she didn’t 
have time to figure it out now. 

Charlie gulped at the air. Her eyes and throat stung, but she couldn’t do 
anything for that now. She crawled toward the crib, and her chirps grew faster, 
more insistent. The shape of a little body standing in the crib appeared before 
her. She sprang to her feet, ran to the sobbing boy, and scooped him up. But how 
was she going to get him out of here safely? 

She scanned the room, and the chirping became even more insistent. More 
shapes appeared before her: stuffed animals, a rocking chair, some sort of small 
appliance in the corner. Pulling a blanket from the boy’s crib, she moved to the 
comer of the room to see what the item was. She felt around it, then pushed 
against it and got the rewarding sloshing sound she was hoping for. Humidifier! 
she thought triumphantly. She twisted the top and pulled out the mechanical part, 
exposing the water trough. She doused the blanket and wrapped the boy in it like 
she’d learned in her summer classes at the Y. Then she splashed the remaining 
water over her hair and on the face mask. She secured the mask over her face 
again. With the child wrapped up, she held him tightly to her chest and looked 
out into the hallway. 

But the hallway was impassable now. It was fully engulfed in flames. With 
the boy crying, she slammed the door to keep out the fire and began to panic. 

She’d have to find a different way out. 

Charlie felt her way to the bedroom window, flinging the curtains aside. She 
ripped down the shade and threw it on the floor, opened the window, and pressed 
her forehead against the screen to see what was below. There were no flames, 
but it was a sheer drop to the backyard—no overhangs, no pipe to climb down. 
Only some smoldering window shutters to hold on to several feet below her. 
“Good grief,” she muttered. She punched the screen with her fist, sending it 
flying, and leaned out, watching it hit the ground. Her heart was in her throat. 

The house groaned, and she heard some popping noises and a crash outside 
the child’s room. She turned quickly at the sound, the curtains fluttering near her 
face. And then she sucked in a breath. The curtains! Could she climb down 


them? She set the boy on the floor, ripped down one panel, and tied it to the 
bottom of the other. Leaving the other panel attached to the curtain rod, she 
flung the makeshift rope out the window. Then she picked up the child and 
hoped the strength ability was still activated so she could hold on. 

Just then a window on the first floor below them exploded, and flames began 
climbing up toward Charlie and the boy. With the dangling curtain in danger of 
bursting into flames, and no time to ponder other options, Charlie grabbed it and 
stepped out of the window. 

The people outside gasped. Holding the child with one arm, Charlie used the 
other to rappel down the side of the house until she ran out of curtain length. She 
wasn’t quite sure what she was going to do next other than hang there and wait 
for help. 

Without warning, the curtain rod broke. Charlie screamed and let go, 
instinctively slapping her free hand against the house, trying to grasp at anything 
to keep them from falling. And while the curtain fluttered to the ground, Charlie 
and the boy did not. They hung suspended, Charlie’s hand somehow magically 
sticking to the side of the house. 

What just happened? she thought. Both hands and feet tingled. 

Once she realized they were stable, for the moment at least, Charlie quickly 
kicked off her shoes and pressed her tingly bare feet against the house. They 
stuck. Gingerly, she lifted one foot and moved it down to see if it would stick 
again. 

It did. Slowly she slid her hand down, then her feet, then her hand again, and 
before anyone could comprehend what Charlie was doing, she was safely on the 
ground, her body shaking. Maria and Mac charged toward her. With sirens 
sounding in the distance, Charlie handed the child to Maria. 

“That was insane!” Maria shouted. “How did you do that?” 

Charlie shook her head, trying to catch her breath. “I don’t know,” she 
rasped. “I’ve got to go after the lady.” 

Mac nodded furiously. “I think you must have activated another ability!” 

Charlie didn’t have time to check the bracelet now. “Be right back,” she 
croaked. Her hands and feet still tingled, but they didn’t look any different. With 
reckless trust in the bracelet, Charlie ran toward the house and, without slowing 
down, flung herself at it, spread-eagle. Her hands and feet stuck. She scrambled 
quickly up the side to the rooftop where the woman clung as fire devoured the 
structure all around her. 

“Tt’s going to collapse!” somebody shouted just as a fire truck turned onto 


the street. There wasn’t time to wait for help—the fire was uncomfortably hot on 
Charlie’s body already. “Come on!” she said, hoping the woman would 
understand. She pointed down at Maria, who held up the boy so the woman 
could see her child was safe, then reached out and grabbed the woman around 
the waist. The baby’s mother clung to Charlie’s neck and screamed as Charlie 
gripped the edge of the roof, dangling over the side of the house. With the 
woman bigger than her and practically choking her to death, Charlie started back 
down. They made a strange sight. Firefighters rushed to the chaotic scene below. 

“Look out!” someone cried. 

Charlie didn’t have to look. She felt the house shake, and then it began to 
crack and crumble. Flames shot out, singeing Charlie’s legs. She held the 
woman tightly and leaped the rest of the way to the ground. The two tumbled in 
the rocky landscaping, and then Charlie scooped up the woman and ran away 
from the house until they were at a safe distance. 

They both collapsed, breathing hard. Strangers swarmed around them, saying 
things Charlie couldn’t comprehend. All she wanted was some fresh air. 

“Gracias,” the woman cried. “Thank you.” 

Charlie nodded, unable to speak. 

Seconds later Mac and Maria were pushing through to Charlie’s side. Maria 
handed the screaming child to his mother, and they began dragging Charlie out 
of the crowd to find her a place to sit down. 

“Are you okay?” Maria exclaimed. 

Charlie nodded. Her throat was sore from the smoke. She whipped off her 
makeshift mask, wiped her face with it, coughed hard into it a few times, and 
threw it on the ground. 

Mac ran off and came back with bottles of ice-cold water from a neighbor. 
Charlie grabbed one with her burned hand, cringed, and poured the liquid down 
her throat and over her head. 

“Is the baby okay?” she asked when she could speak. She watched the 
firefighters work to extinguish the blaze, then examined her blistered hand and 
legs, and found the redness was already subsiding. The pain was lessening too. 

“I think so,” Mac reported. “They’re taking him and the woman to the 
hospital, it looks like. And now people are pointing this way. Here comes a 
paramedic.” 

Charlie glanced at Maria and bit her lip. “Do you think anybody’s suspicious 
about the climbing?” 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” Maria said quietly as the woman approached. “You 


saved people. Just play it down. You’re a climber.” 

Charlie nodded. She peeked at her hand, wishing the blisters to disappear, 
and then held the water bottle in that hand again to help it along. 

The uniformed woman smiled. “I hear you’re a hero,” she said. “Are you 
hurt?” 

“No,” Charlie said. “Just a little singed around the edges.” She pointed to her 
clothes. 

“Pm Alice. What’s your name?” 

“Charlie.” 

The woman crouched next to Charlie and looked into her eyes. “Any pain or 
dizziness, Charlie? Trouble breathing? Cold? Hot? Any burns?” 

Charlie didn’t mention her hand or the minor burns on her legs. “Nope, not 
really.” In the distance a TV news van pulled up. 

“Do you live nearby? Are your parents around? We can get you checked out 
at the hospital just to make sure everything looks good.” 

Charlie frowned. “No, that’s okay. My mom’s a doctor. I’ll have her check 
me over when I get home. But I feel fine.” 

“How about we just take a peek at you back at the ambulance and keep an 
eye on you until your parents get here?” asked Alice. “We’ll just listen to your 
lungs and look for burns, stuff like that. No big deal.” 

The camera operator hopped out of the news van and started setting up, anda 
reporter got out and began talking to the crowd. 

“Pm fine,” insisted Charlie. She stood up and started walking away, warily 
eyeing the action nearby. Mac and Maria hurried after her. 

The paramedic turned to see what Charlie was looking at just as people in the 
crowd pointed in Charlie’s direction. “Let me at least call your parents,” pleaded 
Alice. 

But Charlie walked faster. The man in the suit started coming toward her. 

Alice gave up. “Stay out of burning buildings, all right?” she called after her. 
Charlie ignored her and looked at Maria and Mac. “We need to get out of here,” 
she said, her voice shaking. “I don’t know my way around this neighborhood. 
Where are we?” She could barely remember which direction she’d come from. 

“On it,” Mac said, taking the lead. “We’ll get you out of here.” 

Maria ran up next to him. “There’s that big cement culvert behind these 
houses,” she said. 

“Good idea. Is it dry?” He headed that way. 

“Should be. It hasn’t rained.” Maria glanced back to see the reporter gaining 


on them. She grabbed Charlie’s arm to help her along. 

“Hi there!” the reporter called out. “Excuse me! Kids?” The reporter broke 
into a run, following them. He shouted out his name and TV station. “Wait! I 
heard one of you saved the people inside. Is that true?” In between shouts he was 
frantically waving at his camera operator to hurry up. 

“Run,” said Charlie under her breath. They turned behind the row of houses, 
jumped down into the culvert, and started running toward Maria’s house. 

Now that reality was setting in, Charlie was beginning to feel uneasy. 
Showing her abilities in public in such an obvious way, barely escaping being on 
the news .. . it made her feel like a spectacle. Did anybody get a good look at 
her? They weren’t far from Maria’s neighborhood. Had anybody from school 
been in the crowd? People don’t just climb up and stick to the side of a house. 
She didn’t have a good feeling about it. 

After a few minutes, with Maria and Mac glancing behind them, they 
slowed. 

“I think we lost him,” Maria said. 

“Thank goodness,” said Charlie, dropping her pace to a walk. Her voice was 
still raspy from smoke, and her lungs hurt from breathing hard. She didn’t tell 
her friends how uneasy she felt, but she figured they must have a decent idea. 
All she wanted to do now was hang out at Maria’s and be normal again. 

Affected by the smoke and the hard run, Mac was wheezing too. He pulled 
out his inhaler and used it. 

They entered through the back door to Maria’s house. The smell of delicious 
cooking wafted through the air. Charlie sneaked into the bathroom and cleaned 
up, and Maria gave her some clothes to change into. When Charlie went back 
into the bedroom, Maria and Mac were discussing her newest abilities. 

“So you’ve got this new wall-climbing ability,” Mac said excitedly. “I got 
great video footage of it.” 

“Yeah?” 

“For sure. Watch.” He played it for Charlie. 

“Whoa,” she murmured. “I could totally be on American Ninja Warrior.” 

Mac laughed. “Understatement of the year.” 

“Why did you take your shoes off?” asked Maria. 

“My feet were tingling,” Charlie said wearily. 

Mac and Maria exchanged a puzzled look. Mac shrugged. “Can I see the 
bracelet?” 

She held out her wrist to him, wishing for the millionth time she could just 


take off the dumb thing, if only for the convenience of letting Mac look at it 
without her having to hang her arm in the air. She was getting tired of Mac 
yanking and pawing at her all the time. 

He wiped a bit of residual grime off the screen with his thumb and held 
down the two buttons. The screen changed to the pie chart, and now all five of 
the vine-like drawings in the gray slices were animated. 

“Check it out!” Mac studied it and looked at the girls. “You got them both 
somehow. What are they?” 

Maria hopped up to see. Charlie puzzled over the animations for a moment. 
“Oh, that one must be a lizard climbing,” she said. “The four squiggly vines are 
its legs and feet, see?” 

“I see it,” said Mac. 

“Yep,” said Maria. “Well, we kind of figured that one out already just 
watching you in action.” She caught Charlie’s eye and gave her an admiring 
look. “You really were the coolest.” 

“Thanks,” Charlie said. 

“Hey,” said Mac with a frown, but then he laughed. “Kidding. Maria’s right 
—you’re pretty great.” He pointed at the bracelet. “Did you know geckos can 
hang on to a wall using only one finger?” 

“I wonder if Chuck can do that,” said Maria. 

“Pm afraid to try,” said Charlie. “And isn’t hanging by one hand close 
enough? I almost tore my arm out of its socket. But what’s the other ability?” 
She massaged her shoulder, though it didn’t hurt much anymore. 

“T don’t know,” said Maria. “Did something else happen inside the house?” 

Charlie had been thinking a lot about that. “I’m not sure how to explain it,” 
she said. “But when I got inside, it was dark—there was smoke everywhere. I 
didn’t think I’d be able to find the boy.” 

“What happened?” asked Mac. 

Charlie blushed. “I started, um, well, chirping. I guess.” 

Maria stared. “You did what?” 

“Your fifth ability comes from a bird?” asked Mac. “That’s boring. Really 
disappointing, actually.” 

“T don’t think this GIF is a bird,” she said, looking at the fifth wedge on the 
bracelet. 

“Then what is it? What good would chirping do?” 

“Well, when I chirped, it sort of helped me tell where things were. I know 
that sounds weird, but there I was in the pitch-dark, and I just started chirping in 


this really high voice, not able to control it at all. And suddenly a silver outline 
of walls and doorways shimmered in front of me and I could see.” 

Mac had the weirdest look on his face. “High-pitched chirping?” He snorted. 
“Sorry.” 

“Yeah, it was kind of awkward,” said Charlie. “Like when you get the 
hiccups and you can’t stop them. But I’ve never heard a bird do anything like 
that, so I don’t know. .. .” 

Maria looked at the bracelet. “Maybe it’s some sort of sonar. Like a dolphin 
uses.” She sat up, excited. “Yeah, that would make sense!” But then her face 
fell. “There is no way that is a picture of a dolphin.” 

“Sonar... ,” said Mac thoughtfully. “You chirped, and the walls appeared. . 
..” He scrambled for his iPad and typed in something. In seconds he was playing 
a video. “Did it sound like this?” He turned up the volume. 

On the screen was a video of a bat chirping and diving to catch a moth. Bat 
chirps were inaudible to human ears, but scientists had altered the pitch on the 
video so that humans could hear it. 

Charlie watched, fascinated. “That’s it,” she said. “That’s the sound.” She 
looked at the graphic on the bracelet, and the depicted animal became obvious. 
“Tt’s a bat all right, flying toward us. The circle is its head, and the wavy vines 


on either side are wings flapping. The half-circle vines above it are . . . sound 
waves?” 
“Echolocation!” Mac said, and then he frowned. “But . . . you mean you 


could actually hear your own chirps?” 

“Maybe she can hear them because they’re coming from her, and other 
people can’t,” said Maria. “Or maybe it’s just her own lower-frequency noises 
echoing—lI saw this video in science class once about a boy in England who is 
blind, and he makes a clicking noise with his tongue to use echolocation. It’s 
really cool! PII see if I can find it and send it to you.” 

Mac just sat back and looked at Charlie with reluctant admiration. “Big 
props. Echolocation, wall climbing, strength, speed, and healing? That is a whole 
mess of awesomeness.” 

Charlie shrugged. It was hard to fathom. 

Mac turned back to his iPad. He closed out the bat video, and then clicked on 
his Twitter feed. He scanned it quickly, then narrowed in on a tweet. “Uh-oh,” 
he said. 

Maria and Charlie moved closer. “What?” 

He clicked on a link that opened to a local news page. “‘Mystery Youth 


Saves Child, Mother from Fire,’” he read. “‘Footage of the daring rescue. 
Coverage at six.’” 

He located the video, and they watched a slightly shaky, slightly blurry film 
of Charlie scaling the side of the burning house. 


CHAPTER 37 
Visual Confirmation 


Ih the corner of Dr. Gray’s dimly lit lab, one of his mysterious-looking soldiers 
watched five screens simultaneously. The large man typed constantly, recording 
everything he saw. Every now and then the muscles along his back rippled, and 
he shook his head the slightest bit, but this unusual tic didn’t appear to interrupt 
his concentration. 

At 6:23 p.m. local time, he stopped typing and stared at one of the screens, 
then restarted the video to watch it again. He paused it and looked at the person 
scaling the side of the burning house. He zoomed in, refocused, and zoomed in 
again, until her face and arms filled the frame. The person appeared to be a girl 
wearing a cloth mask . . . and a metal bracelet. 

“Ahh,” said the man, and then he snorted in anger. He pressed a button on 
the earpiece that was embedded in his bodysuit. “Zed? It’s Cyke. Alert Dr. Gray. 
We have visual confirmation.” 

Shortly thereafter several doorways opened, and a dozen or so similarly 
suited men and women filed into the room. 

When everyone had assembled, Cyke directed them to look at the screen. He 
pointed to the device on the girl’s arm. “What do you think, Doctor?” 

Dr. Gray peered at the still shot, his eyes narrowing. “I think you’ve got it. 
Run a visual test. What’s she doing? How did you locate it?” 

Cyke touched the screen, drawing a box around the girl’s arm, and magnified 
the area. “This afternoon our scanners turned up a second web search for 
Chimera Mark Five from the same IP address in Arizona as before,” he 
explained, “and we believe we’ve identified the residence from which the query 
took place. Our surveillance team there has been staking out the neighborhood 
since the first incidence. They’ve monitored local news as well, but nothing’s 
turned up until this.” He performed a few more operations on the magnified shot, 
and soon a box opened on that screen with numbers scrolling and a red bar 
moving across it. “Official match on the bracelet is in progress.” 


“How did you get this footage?” 

Cyke turned to a second computer and pulled up the same website so Dr. 
Gray and the soldiers could see the shot unmagnified. “Local news of a fire. A 
bystander captured it on his cell phone. The girl climbed the side of this house to 
the second story and carried a grown woman down to the ground.” 

Dr. Gray leaned forward in alarm. “So she got the bracelet to work?” he 
muttered. “But how?” 

“Yes, it appears to be working well, Dr. Gray,” Cyke said. 

“Well, who is she?” Dr. Gray narrowed his razor-sharp eyes. 

“No one knows,” said Cyke. His back rippled again, and his head gave a 
little shake. “At least no one’s identified her yet.” 

“Play the clip.” 

Cyke obliged. 

Dr. Gray watched in stunned silence, then ripped his fingers through his hair. 
“T don’t understand it. Only Wilde himself could have possibly activated it— 
nobody else would have the knowledge. Certainly not some random child. . .” 
Dr. Gray trailed off, and stared at the screen, a pained look on his face. 

Several soldiers shifted uncomfortably, unsure how to react to Dr. Gray’s 
emotional outburst. 

The first screen blinked, and the red bar turned green. Cyke looked at the 
doctor. “The bracelet matches, sir—it’s definitely the Mark Five.” 

“What’s that?” Dr. Gray said faintly, pulling away from his thoughts. “Oh, 
yes. Yes, of course it must be. Wilde relocated to Arizona, didn’t he? I’m afraid . 
.. Pm afraid this is no coincidence.” He blew out a breath and scanned the lab, 
talking more to himself than to anyone else. “Could he have been Jack’s 
accomplice in the break-in? And then what—he fled to Arizona with it? Or 
perhaps they’re all in this . . . together. Against me.” He clutched the placket of 
his lab coat, his eyes flickering at the thought of being betrayed. But then he 
shook his head and gathered his resolve. “No matter. Now that we know the 
device works, we must triple our efforts.” 

He looked up sharply and addressed the group. “Soldiers, I’ve said it before 
and Pll remind you again—trust no one.” The expression on his face turned 
hard. “This location is not safe,” he said. “We must guard the remaining 
prototypes with extreme care—we can’t let this happen again. If Charles Wilde 
is involved and has decided to go against me, there are most certainly others 
preparing to do the same thing.” Abruptly he pushed through the soldiers and 
stormed around the lab. Stopping at the far wall, he unlocked a glass cabinet, 


then snatched devices from it. He packed them with care in a small case, and 
then he returned to the puzzled group, carrying the case and muttering under his 
breath, “Pll just have to convince him that we’re stronger together. That’s all.” 

He placed his hand on Cyke’s shoulder and took a moment to pull his 
thoughts together. Finally, with an air of calm, he started giving orders. “Cyke, 
arrange travel for you, me, Zed, and Miko to Arizona, immediately,” he said. 
“And Dr. Goldstein too, of course.” He glanced at a slight, energetic soldier 
nearby who seemed to have trouble standing still. “Miko,” he said to her, “give 
Jack a little food and water so he’s fit to travel, will you? Just a little, mind you.” 

“Yes, sir,” she replied, and slipped away. 

Dr. Gray turned back to Cyke. “Let the Arizona team know we’re on the 
way. Tomorrow you, Zed, and Miko will assist the surveillance team in raiding 
the IP location, intercepting the girl, and grabbing the bracelet.” He paused and 
added, with a note of bitterness, “TIl take the rest of the soldiers to see if we can 
locate our old friend Dr. Wilde . . . and find out what he’s been up to without 
me.” 

“Of course, Dr. Gray.” 

“Tf all goes well,” Dr. Gray went on, “we’ll set up our lab and continue 
working from Navarro Junction with help from Jack and, well, whoever else we 
collect along the way.” 

He held up the box of devices to the group of soldiers. “I’m taking the 
prototypes with me. I want those of you staying behind to pack up the lab and 
tear this place down. Then follow us to the warehouse in Arizona with the gear.” 

The doctor emitted a strained laugh. The wounded look on his face had 
faded, replaced by one of pride and a hint of revenge. “A new little lab in the 
desert—how charming. If Dr. Wilde is behind this as I suspect, he’s in for quite 
a shock when he finds out what I’ve done in the time he’s been away.” He 
looked lovingly at his soldiers. A man in the group stood up straighter and 
nodded, while a cunning-looking woman at the front narrowed her eyes. 

Then the doctor’s face clouded again, and he clapped once, loudly. “Zed, get 
them moving!” 

The cunning-looking soldier obeyed and snarled out orders. Within seconds, 
and at incredible speed, several members of the group swarmed the lab 
instruments and began breaking them down. 

Cyke turned from the computer and stood up, his muscles rippling under the 
bodysuit. At his full height, he stood several inches taller than the doctor, and his 
shoulders were a good deal broader. He looked down at the man. “Pack your 


things, Doctor,’ he said, and began gathering up some papers from his 
workstation. “We leave in thirty minutes.” 

“Just a moment!” Dr. Gray narrowed his eyes. “Get me the Navarro Junction 
team. All of them.” 

Cyke sat back down and clicked an icon on the computer screen. A moment 
later Dr. Gray was looking at a soldier in a full bodysuit like Cyke’s standing in 
semidarkness inside a large warehouse. Behind him was a table with several 
unopened boxes stacked on top and a long row of computer monitors, similar to 
the ones in front of Cyke. A white van with blacked-out windows was parked 
beyond the table. Other soldiers were putting equipment together in the 
background. 

“Prowl at your service,” the soldier said. His voice was slow and deliberate, 
and contained the faintest hint of a rumbling sound, almost like a purr. 

“Prowl, can you bring everyone over?” Cyke asked. “Dr. Gray wants to do a 
quick check-in. I see the van—is the surveillance team there too?” 

“We’re all here,” Prowl said. He called the group to gather around his tablet. 

“All present, sir,” Cyke confirmed, looking at Dr. Gray. 

Dr. Gray greeted the team and gave them a run-down of the plan. Then he 
addressed the three members of the surveillance team. “I need you back at the IP 
site immediately. Be extravigilant—record every move of every person on that 
street so we can go in tomorrow and get the job done without any problems. 
Have a good look at the girl from the video so you can recognize her—she may 
still be wearing the bracelet. Do you understand?” 

“Yes, sir,” said the three. 

“Does everyone understand our mission tomorrow?” 

They all nodded. 

Dr. Gray continued. “This task is more serious than I can possibly 
emphasize. I don’t care what you have to do to succeed.” 

The soldiers nodded again. “Yes, Doctor,” a couple of them murmured. 

Dr. Gray studied each of the soldiers until he was satisfied that they grasped 
the urgency of the situation. “We will destroy the girl if that’s what it takes,” he 
said. “I must have that device back.” 


CHAPTER 38 
Trying Not to Freak Out 


The news segment about the mysterious youth who rescued two people from a 
fire ended. Charlie, Maria, and Mac stared at the iPad for a long moment. 

“Oh no,” Charlie whispered. Tears welled up in her eyes. She looked at 
Maria. “People are going to find out.” 

“Yeah, they might,” said Mac, “though it’s hard to tell it’s you with that 
cloth over your face.” He turned in the chair. “Would it be such a bad thing, 
though?” 

“Yes!” cried Charlie. “Can you imagine the kids at school if word gets out? I 
don’t want them coming up to me and asking me to carry them around or climb 
walls like I’m some circus performer. And what about the next time something 
goes wrong around town—are people going to expect me to show up and save 
the day? What happens if I’m taking a test or playing in a soccer game and I 
don’t go?” 

She sniffed and went on in a quiet voice, “I just started feeling like I belong 
here, and I like it that way. I don’t want to stand out or have people talk about 
me behind my back or think I’m some sort of freak. I want to have a normal life. 
Besides,” she said, looking at the news report, “I haven’t told my parents 
anything about this. If they find out, they might cut the bracelet off, and it’ll be 
ruined.” 

Mac saw Charlie’s face and quickly looked away. “Yeah, okay, I get it. My 
parents would kill me if they discovered something like that about me on the 
news. Like I said, maybe nobody will be able to tell it’s you.” 

They watched the footage again. 

“No way people will be able to tell,” Maria said decisively. “The shot is too 
far away. I think you’re okay, Charlie.” 

“Can you refresh the page?” Charlie urged Mac. “Go to the bottom.” 

Mac did as she asked and scrolled down to the comments section. 

“What are you doing?” Maria asked, alarmed. 


“We need to check the comments,” said Charlie, taking a determined breath 
and wiping away a tear. She leaned over Mac’s shoulder. 

“Why—you’re not going to write one, are you?” asked Maria. 

“Of course not,” said Charlie. “But people are going to start trying to guess 
who the mysterious hero is. And we need to figure out if anybody recognized 
me, or you guys for that matter. You’re in the clip, too, at the end—just the 
backs of your heads, thankfully. But Mac’s Afro is pretty distinguishable.” 

“The footage is grainy,” Mac said. “I don’t think anybody will be able to tell. 
Even the still frame they blew up doesn’t show your face. And if somebody 
notices Maria and me, we’|l just say we have no idea who that person is.” 

“All right,” Charlie said dubiously. “Maybe nobody seeing it on TV will 
recognize me, but what about the people who were actually at the scene? Was 
anybody there from school? I didn’t exactly have a chance to look. Plus... 
ugh.” She pounded her fist against her head. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Maria. 

“That paramedic—I told her my first name. Stupid! What if that news guy 
tracked her down and she told him? Or what if she tells somebody at the ER, and 
my mom finds out? There’s not a lot of girls named Charlie out there.” Charlie 
got up and started pacing anxiously from the end of Maria’s bed to the door and 
back again. “What am I going to do?” She looked up and wrinkled her nose, then 
took a swath of hair and sniffed it. “Oh my grossness! My hair smells like 
smoke. I can’t go home like this!” She snatched up the plastic bag that held her 
filthy clothes and looked down at the clothes Maria had lent her. “May I take a 
shower?” she asked. 

“Sure,” said Maria. “Use whatever you need in there.” 

“Thanks.” Charlie thrust the bag at her. “And can you please get rid of these 
clothes? Throw them away—I don’t care. They’re ruined anyway.” 

“You got it,” said Maria, taking the bag. “We’ll take care of it.” 

Charlie bolted into the bathroom. 

Maria and Mac sneaked out through the back door so Maria’s parents 
wouldn’t see them and took Charlie’s ruined clothes out to the garbage can by 
the shed. 

“Hiding evidence—it’s like we’re in the movies,” Maria said. 

“Only real,” said Mac. 

“What if the police come and look through the trash and find her clothes?” 
asked Maria. 

Mac narrowed his eyes. “Why would the police come? And even if they did, 


it’s not like Charlie did anything wrong. They’d probably give her a medal of 
honor or something.” 

Maria nodded, relieved. “Right. I forgot. We’re not hiding evidence. We’re 
the good guys.” 

“As far as I know, we’re just throwing away really smelly, burned clothes,” 
said Mac. 

They went back inside, and Mac began monitoring the activity on the piece 
of news and looking for more. 

Charlie came out of the bathroom clean, calm, and with a plan. “I need to 
establish an alibi,” she said. 

“Good idea,” said Maria. 

“Can I eat dinner here?” 

“Sure.” 

Charlie narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you have to ask?” 

“Nah. They make enough food for the whole neighborhood.” 

“Bonus,” said Charlie. She was really getting hungry after exerting so much 
energy. She texted her father to say soccer practice had gone well, and she was 
doing homework and eating dinner at Maria’s. “Pll be home by nine,” she told 
him. She looked up from her phone. “I hope he’s too busy to watch the news 
tonight.” 

“Tt won’t matter anyway,” Maria reminded her. “It’s impossible to tell who 
you are. Especially with half a T-shirt over your face. It’s going to be okay.” 

Charlie took a deep breath and blew it out. “Yeah,” she said. “You’re right.” 
She ran her fingers through her damp hair and gave the two a shaky smile. 
“Okay. Well, I’m sort of starving, and something smells amazing, so...” 

Maria smiled and pointed the way to the kitchen. “You came to the right 
place.” 

“No lie,” Mac said, plugging his phone into his iPad to sync and charge 
during dinner. “Maria’s kitchen is like the best Puerto Rican restaurant in town.” 
He snaked past the girls and led the way as a commotion of boys and dogs 
sounded from the front entryway. Maria’s stepbrothers were home. 

The whole family plus Mac and Charlie squeezed around the table to bistec 
encebollado and tostones: thin slices of steak with onions in a savory broth 
served over rice, with crispy fried plantains. 

“You can just call it beefsteak if you can’t remember the name,” Mac said to 
Charlie. “That’s what I call it.” 

The family and guests laughed and talked and ate for almost an hour—it was 


a far cry from Charlie’s recent cereal dinner with Andy. For a little while Charlie 
almost forgot about her troubles. 


Mac offered to walk Charlie home in case any reporters had followed them and 
were lurking around in the shadows. And while Charlie thought that was really 
unlikely, she agreed that it might be a good idea, and she was grateful for the 
company in the dark. They cut through the school grounds, trying to avoid the 
sprinklers that had kicked on. They didn’t notice the large white van pulling to 
the curb down the street. 

Once they got farther away from the lights of the houses, Charlie began to 
glance this way and that. A shiver ran down her spine, and her heart started 
racing. She wasn’t sure what she was scared of other than just being in the dark, 
but she gave some dog walkers nearby an extralong glance just in case. They 
went about their business, paying no attention to the two sixth graders. 

Feeling an extra bit of warmth on her arm, Charlie pushed up her sleeve and 
flipped screens on the bracelet. The running cheetah was lit up in yellow, brown, 
and gold, and the healing starfish was sparkling pink. “Huh,” she said. “Two of 
them are on at the same time.” 

“Did they just kick on?” asked Mac. 

“The starfish has been on since the fire. My burns are almost gone. But the 
cheetah just came on, I think. I guess I’m a little nervous or something. The 
bracelet seems to be ready for me to run.” 

“Maybe it’s another glitch. Or it’s just messing with you after the day you 
had,” Mac said with a grin. But he glanced over his shoulder uneasily. 

“Maybe,” said Charlie. She peered out beyond the lit path. More people were 
out walking their dogs or jogging in the mild evening. And there was some sort 
of event going on at the football stadium, so the night didn’t seem especially 
dangerous. With the craziness of the afternoon, Charlie decided her senses were 
probably heightened due to that. Absolutely nothing happened. 

Mac stopped with Charlie outside her house. “You good?” 

“Yeah. Thanks for walking with me. I know it wasn’t exactly on your way 
home.” 

Mac made a peace sign. “It’s cool. See you tomorrow.” 

“See you.” 

He grinned and started down the driveway. 

Charlie crept inside and found her dad snoozing in his recliner in the living 
room. There were papers scattered over his stomach, and the TV was on, volume 


low. No news in sight. Charlie turned off the TV and squeezed his hand. “I’m 
home,” she whispered. 

His eyes popped open. “I’m awake.” 

Charlie smiled at him. “Sure. I know.” 

He grinned sheepishly and looked at the papers, then began shuffling them 
into a pile. “Did you have a good day?” 

Charlie laughed under her breath. “Yeah, Dad. It was a riot. Thanks for 
letting me stay late at Maria’s. Mac walked home with me.” 

“He seems like a nice kid.” 

“Yeah. Is Mom still at work?” 

“No, actually, she’s sleeping. And we had real food for dinner. I saved you 
some if you’re hungry.” 

“Aw, real food?” Charlie said, feeling a pang of sadness, but she was stuffed. 
“And I missed it. I’m sorry.” Despite the excellent food at Maria’s house, she 
really was sorry. 

“Its okay. Mom and I will both be home for dinner tomorrow night, and 
Andy will be here too. How’s that for the good old days?” He pushed his recliner 
to the sitting position, gathered his stack of papers, and stood up. 

Charlie almost grew teary-eyed. “That’s awesome, Dad. No class tomorrow 
night?” 

“Nope. Canceled the whole day.” 

“You can do that?” 

“Not very often. But I did. Our family needs a time-out together. It’s been a 
little hectic around here.” 

“That’s so cool,” Charlie said. “Pll come home right after my game. It’s 
supposed to rain, so maybe it'll get canceled—they don’t do anything in the rain 
here. A few sprinkles and they act like it’s a blizzard or something.” 

Dr. Wilde laughed. “I’ve noticed that. Let me know if it’s canceled. Mom 
has to work until dinnertime, but I’ll be in the stands if you’re playing.” 

Charlie put her arms around his middle and squeezed. He patted her head 
like he used to when she was a little girl. 

“T love you, Dad,” said Charlie. 

“T love you too, little one.” He kissed her forehead and walked her to her 
bedroom. It was incredibly comforting for Charlie after everything that had 
happened that day. With her father home, all was safe and well in the world. 


CHAPTER 39 
A Strange Sight 


By morning Charlie didn’t feel quite as worried about being discovered as she 
had felt the night before. Mac texted her early to report that the news outlets 
were still clueless about the identity of the mystery youth, so that made Charlie 
feel even better. 

“T think Mystery Youth should be your superhero name,” Mac texted with a 
laughing emoji. “It’s the worst.” 

“My costume would have MY on the front,” replied Charlie, and for some 
reason that sent her into a fit of giggles as she went into school to look for her 
friends. 

The day opened with a steady rain that lasted until early afternoon, and even 
though the sun came out again around three o’clock, Coach Candy announced 
over the intercom that the game was canceled because the field looked like a 
small lake. 

“Tt didn’t even rain very hard!” Charlie exclaimed when she met up with 
Maria after school at the outdoor lockers. “Back in Chicago we would have 
played through it.” She pulled out her phone to text her dad about the canceled 
game. 

“Here in the desert,” Maria said, “the ground is rock and clay, so it can’t 
absorb the rainfall. Have you seen the washes?” 

Charlie sent the text and looked up. “The what?” 

“Washes. They’re like little dips in the road.” 

“Oh yeah. They make your stomach feel weird if your car rides over one 
when you’re not paying attention.” She grabbed the books she needed and 
started organizing her backpack. 

Maria nodded. “Those are put there on purpose so the water has a place to 
travel and cross the road when it comes off the mountains. So you don’t want to 
ride your bike over them when there’s standing water—they’re deep! And you 
never know what kinds of branches and rocks end up hidden under the surface.” 


“How do you know all of that—about the washes and the rain coming off the 
mountains, I mean?” 

“My mom used to work on a road crew back when it was just her and me,” 
said Maria. She popped a piece of gum into her mouth and offered one to Charlie 
as the two stopped in the office for Maria to drop off something. “Wanna come 
to my house for a while?” Maria asked. “Mac’s probably hanging out there until 
I get home.” She leaned in and whispered, “Maybe we can test out your new 
abilities.” She texted Mac that the game was canceled, and she and Charlie were 
on their way to her house. 

“Can’t I have a day off?” Charlie complained. She checked her text 
messages. 

“T suppose we could give you one day,” said Maria. She pointed at Charlie’s 
phone. “It’s amazing that thing still works. Your broken screen is getting 
worse.” 

“I know.” There was no reply from her dad, but he wasn’t expecting her 
home until dinner anyway. Maybe he was cooking and not able to reply with his 
hands busy. She sent him a second text message about going to Maria’s house 
for a bit but assuring him she’d be home in time for their family dinner. 

Maria looked closer. “And what’s that blob of plastic on the corner? Did 
your case melt?” 

Charlie laughed. “Yeah, part of it melted in the fire.” She slid the phone 
carefully into her pocket. “I’m not quite sure how to explain that to my parents, 
so I’m just hiding it for now.” 

They went outside, where the air was humid for the first time Charlie could 
remember. Puddles lined the sidewalks. As they stepped over them, Kelly 
rounded the corner of the building. 

Maria glanced at her. “Hey, Kel. Heading our way?” 

Charlie had forgotten that Maria and Kelly were neighbors. 

“Yeah. Pm in a hurry though, so . . .” Kelly picked up her pace and started 
down the sidewalk in front of Charlie and Maria. 

Maria kicked a rock into a puddle. “Catch you later, chica.” 

Kelly waved halfheartedly over her shoulder and sped off ahead of them. 

Charlie and Maria walked leisurely down the path toward Maria’s 
neighborhood. It had turned into a beautiful spring day and was warming up 
rapidly. “It’s so nice out,” Charlie said. “When it rains here, it’s like the clouds 
come in, get their raining over with, and then leave.” She took off her sweatshirt 
and tied it around her waist. “Chicago can be cloudy and rainy for days and days 


at a time.” 

“You like this weather now—but just wait until summer,” Maria said. “A 
hundred and fifteen degrees is really stinking hot.” 

Charlie grinned. She’d heard variations of this ominous warning from 
everybody she’d met since they’d moved here—it was like the Arizona theme 
song or something. “So what do you do in the summer?” she asked. “Stay inside 
all the time?” The idea sounded foreign to her. Summer in Chicago was hot, but 
it sure beat winter. She and Andy had gone to the pool at the community center a 
lot, and to the Y. They walked downtown, listened to the street performers, took 
Jessie to play Frisbee on the beach by Lake Michigan, visited the shops at Navy 
Pier, and sometimes rode the Ferris wheel if they had spending money. 

“Yeah,” Maria said. She kicked a stone into a puddle. “We stay inside a lot, 
or go to the movies if we can get a ride. We’d swim if we had a pool. We have 
lots of neighbors with pools, though— Hey, what the heck!” Maria stopped 
abruptly, staring ahead of them at something moving amid a grouping of saguaro 
cacti in front of a church. “Is it Comicon weekend or something?” 

“What?” Charlie stopped too, and looked up to see three figures emerging 
from behind the cacti. They were dressed in black head-to-toe bodysuits, with 
big blackout goggles over their eyes. Charlie’s heart thudded. They were coming 
directly toward her and Maria. 


CHAPTER 40 
A Surprise Attack 


Maria clenched her fists. “What the—” she muttered. “I don’t think they’re 
cosplayers.” She began looking around wildly for help, but their path was 
deserted. “Come on,” she said, grabbing Charlie’s arm and walking faster. 

The strange-looking figures advanced quickly toward the girls, and Charlie 
had an uneasy feeling that whoever these people were, they weren’t here to play 
nice. 

“Device located!” said the middle one. “It’s there on her arm!” 

A gasp caught in Charlie’s throat—they were after the bracelet! And it was 
in plain sight since she’d taken off her sweatshirt. It was too late to hide it. 

“Maria, run!” Charlie screamed. “Get out of here!” The bracelet was warm, 
but Charlie didn’t know what she was supposed to do—run? Or fight? She 
couldn’t tell without looking at it, and she didn’t dare take her eyes off the 
strange pursuers. She threw her backpack to the ground and raised her fists. 

Maria grabbed the backpack and sprinted away as the three figures advanced 
and surrounded Charlie. The first one was tall and broad shouldered and 
extremely muscular. The second was slight and lithe and stood as if she was 
poised to jump, and the third was of average size and seemed to be constantly 
moving. 

“Hand over the bracelet,” thundered the first one. 

“T can’t,” Charlie said, raising her fists and trying not to panic. “It’s stuck on 
my arm. I’d take it off if I could.” 

The three figures simultaneously lunged for her. Charlie flailed, swinging 
both elbows wide, and caught the two smaller ones in the chests and in the faces, 
sending them flying backward. She kicked wildly, slamming her foot under the 
big one’s chin. He reared back and fell to the ground with a thud. 

“Cyke!” the small one hissed, but the man lay still. “Miko?” she called, but 
the other woman didn’t move either. 

Charlie turned to face her. “Leave me alone,” she warned, but her voice 


betrayed her fear. 

The woman sprang up in the air and pounced on Charlie, sinking sharp 
clawlike nails into the girl’s skin. Charlie yelled in pain and whirled around, 
trying to loosen the woman’s hold, and punched her in the face. The woman 
dropped like a stone at Charlie’s feet and didn’t move. 

“Sheesh,” Charlie whispered as she pulled her wits together. She hadn’t 
expected to have to fight actual people like this. Pain pulsed through her, but she 
didn’t have time to examine her wounds. By now it was clear that her strength 
power had activated. She hoped the healing would too. Quickly she turned as the 
third attacker, Miko, hopped to her feet and began bounding side to side like a 
monkey. 

Miko sprang up and grabbed the street sign, swung on it to gain momentum, 
then did a flip in the air, kicking Charlie in the face on her way down. Charlie 
recoiled, her eyes watering from the shocking blow. 

“OUCH, you little creep!” she cried. 

Charlie grabbed the jumpy attacker by the foot before she could slide away, 
swung her around, and flung her into a bed of prickly pear cacti. Miko screeched 
and rolled, trying desperately to pull out the dozens of needles that had pierced 
her bodysuit. The big guy, Cyke, slowly rose to his feet, shook his head as if to 
clear it, and galloped toward Charlie, his muscles rippling under his suit. 

Cyke may have been big, but his reflexes were slower than the other two. 
Unsure what to do, Charlie ran at him, awkwardly threw herself forward, and 
kneed him in the stomach. He didn’t even grunt, but Charlie’s knee exploded in 
pain. Cyke grabbed her around the waist and held her away from him as she tried 
to kick him. Failing, she grabbed his thumbs and bent them back as hard as she 
could, squirming to get out of his grasp. He yelled and dropped her, and she 
managed to cuff him in the ear on her way down. 

Charlie scrambled out of his reach, dragging one leg. Her knee throbbed and 
began swelling. “Come on, starfish power,” she muttered. She couldn’t fight like 
this, and she certainly couldn’t run. What was she going to do? She hazarded a 
quick click and a glance at the bracelet, and saw that the climbing lizard was 
pulsing as well as the weight-lifting elephant. 

Ah, she thought. She’d almost forgotten about her newest ability, and since 
she’d been focused on her knee pain, she hadn’t noticed the tingling. She moved 
farther away, limping, and spied a triple group of giant palms on the side of the 
church. Peering from between two of them was Maria. 

Charlie limp-ran toward her. “They’ll be coming soon. Get on my back and 


hang on.” Maria didn’t hesitate—she leaped onto Charlie’s back as Cyke 
charged toward them. With no time to take off her shoes, Charlie began climbing 
the tree with her hands, remembering what Mac had said about geckos only 
needing a single finger to hang on to anything, and desperately hoping the 
bracelet’s lizard was a gecko, just in case. “I’ve got to start wearing flip-flops,” 
she said, grimacing as she climbed hand over hand, barely pulling herself and 
Maria out of Cyke’s reach. 

“Pd take off your shoes if I could reach,” said Maria, dangling from 
Charlie’s shoulders as Charlie scrambled higher. 

“Don’t worry about that—just hang on.” 

Cyke jumped and grabbed onto the tree, attempting to come after them. 

“Yikes!” squeaked Maria. “Look out!” 

But apparently Cyke wasn’t a climber. He fell to the ground, snorted angrily, 
then reached around the trunk and began to shake it, trying to make Charlie lose 
her grip. 





“Knock it off, you brute!” Charlie shouted, her lower half swinging wildly. 
She clenched her jaws and doggedly climbed a few feet higher. Maria’s fingers 
dug into Charlie’s shoulders as she tried to wrap her legs around her friend’s 
waist. 

Charlie eyed the church roof. Lizards could climb, but could they jump, too? 
Her stomach twisted. “Don’t let go, Maria, whatever you do,” she said quietly. 
“The next time the big guy sways the tree toward the church, I’m going to jump 
to the roof.” 

“iAy Dios mio!” cried Maria. “I can’t watch.” She buried her face in 
Charlie’s shirt. 

“Just hang on. Ready?” 

Maria gulped and tightened her grip. “Okay.” 

The tree swayed. Charlie scrambled a couple of feet higher, her good leg 
helping to push them along. She gripped the trunk, and when the tree bent close 
to the building, she swung back and leaped with all her might, never taking her 
eyes off the rooftop. Maria stifled a scream. 

Charlie’s injured leg hit the roof first and collapsed. She screeched and 
reeled backward, hindered by Maria’s weight. Their bodies slid down the tiled 
incline toward the edge. “Don’t let go!” screamed Charlie, slapping her palms 
down on the roof. They stuck fast as her lower half slid off. 

Her feet dangled. 

Maria’s legs lost their grip around Charlie’s waist and flailed precariously. 

Charlie grimaced as Maria’s grip started to choke her. Slowly, gasping for 
breath, Charlie moved one hand at a time, pulling herself and her cargo up over 
the edge of the roof, until finally Maria could ease off Charlie’s back and sit on 
the roof herself. 

The girls were shaking and covered in sweat. Charlie lay on her stomach for 
a long moment to catch her breath, then struggled to roll over and sit up. She 
untied her shoes and took them off, then tied the shoelaces together and strung 
them around her shoulders in case she needed her shoes later. They peered down 
at Cyke on the ground below as he stared up at them. 

When Miko came bounding from the cactus bed toward Cyke, Charlie 
groaned and moved to her hands and one knee, letting the other leg drag behind. 
“Come on,” she said. “That one can climb and jump. We’ve got to get up and 
over this roof before she gets to us.” 

“Right behind you,” Maria said weakly. She followed Charlie up the pitch of 


the roof, then over the peak. She and Charlie got one last look at Cyke and Miko, 
and to Charlie’s surprise the two began walking away from the church toward 
the road as if they were giving up. Cyke had his hand by his ear and appeared to 
be talking to someone. Beyond them, the woman with the claws was just getting 
to her feet. 

“T don’t know where they’re going,” said Charlie, “but let’s lose them now 
while we have a chance.” 

They descended the other side of the church roof. After a quick look around, 
Charlie gave Maria a ride down the wall. 

“Be right back,” Maria said, hopping to the ground. She ran to get their 
backpacks from behind the palm trees where she’d stashed them while Charlie 
put her shoes back on. 

A moment later Maria returned. “Let’s keep off the streets and go behind the 
houses. And stay quiet—we don’t know if anybody else is out there.” She 
carried both backpacks, one slung over each shoulder, and helped her friend 
walk. They went as fast as Charlie’s injured knee would allow, following the 
walled backyards that were typical of newer neighborhoods. Charlie fought off 
the pain and tried to concentrate on getting to Maria’s house, but she couldn’t 
stop wondering who the strangers were, and what exactly was happening. 

“That was insane,” Maria said finally as they sneaked through a common 
space a short distance from her house. “I’ve never been so scared in my entire 
life.” 

“T thought I told you to run away,” Charlie said, trying to breathe through the 
throbbing pain. 

“Like Pd leave you totally alone with those grunts,” Maria said. “Who were 
they? Why isn’t your knee healing? And where the heck is Mac? I texted him 
three times to come and help us.” 

“All I know is, they were after the bracelet.” 

“But how do they even know about it? And how did they know where to 
look for you?” 

“No clue,” Charlie said as they reached the sidewalk and turned toward 
Maria’s house a short distance away. “I hope we lost them.” She looked 
cautiously up and down the street to see if Cyke and his team were anywhere in 
sight. 

“Oh no!” Maria said with a gasp. “Look!” She pointed to her driveway. A 
white van with tinted windows idled there, belching occasional clouds of smoke 
from the tailpipe. 


Charlie’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “That’s the van that almost hit 
you!” Instantly her bracelet grew warmer. “And. . . is that—another one?” she 
asked, incredulous, as someone wearing the same weird bodysuit got into the 
driver’s seat. “That’s not Cyke or Miko or the claw woman.” 

Maria grabbed Charlie’s arm. “Look!” she cried. “They’ve got Mac!” 

A man and a woman, who were big and beefy like bodyguards, were 
carrying Mac out to the van. One of them handed something to the driver 
through the window—it looked like Mac’s iPad and cell phone. They tossed 
Mac into the back of the van and slammed the door, then climbed in. 

“What are they doing?” Maria whispered, horrified. 

The vehicle backed out of the driveway and started down the road, away 
from them. “Mac!” Maria screamed. She ran out into the open and chased it. 
“Mac!” 

“Pm going after them!” Charlie said. She took three steps before she 
remembered her knee, but it was feeling a little better, so she kept going at a fast 
limping gait. Maria followed her. A moment later the outline of a head popped 
up in the back window. 

“Mac!” Charlie shouted. She waved her arms. She put on an extra burst of 
speed, trying to catch up to the van, but she was no match for it in her condition. 

The back window angled open at the bottom, and Mac’s hand slid out 
through the narrow space, waving frantically. “Help!” he yelled through the 
opening. 

“We’ll get you out of there!” Charlie called, hoping he could hear her. 

The van swerved, knocking Mac off balance, and he disappeared from the 
window. A second later someone came running out of a house toward Charlie. 

“Charlie, stop! Hold up!” 

Charlie turned to look. It was Kelly. 

“What?” Charlie slowed to a limp, anxious not to lose sight of the van but 
unable to catch it. She bent down and checked her knee as she moved along, and 
breathed a sigh of relief. The swelling was going down. It was definitely healing 
—and fast. 

“Stop!” Kelly said. “I saw what happened—I’m calling the police!” 

That halted Charlie in her tracks. “Kelly, no! You don’t understand what’s 
going on. Trust me, I can handle this.” 

“Don’t be stupid,” Kelly said. “Somebody just kidnapped Mac!” Kelly held 
her phone, finger poised to dial. 

“Kelly!” Charlie yelled, frustrated. She didn’t have time to explain. And for 


once she just needed Kelly to listen to her. 

Maria caught up. “Why did you stop chasing them?” she yelled. Her face 
was filled with panic. 

“Sorry—Kelly stopped me, and now I don’t know which way they turned,” 
Charlie said. “But hang on—we’ll find them.” She looked around, then dashed 
to the back of Maria’s house. The other girls followed. 

By the time Maria and Kelly reached the backyard, Charlie was already 


climbing. 
Kelly stared. She put a hand over her mouth. And she stared some more. 
“You’re the... the... house fire... mystery ... person. .. .” She looked at 


Maria for confirmation. “Is she?” 

“The mysterious youth?” Maria said in a nasal voice, quoting the reporter. 
She glanced guiltily at Charlie up on the rooftop, but knew Kelly had figured it 
out. “Yeah, I suppose.” She pulled the backpacks off her shoulders and stashed 
them by the back door. 

“Whoa. And the other day with Mac. . .” Kelly narrowed her eyes at Maria, 
searching for confirmation. 

Maria clamped her mouth shut. She put up her hand to shield her eyes from 
the sun and watched Charlie. 

Kelly expression turned accusatory as other instances came to her. “And 
when she kicked that ball at my face,” she said. “I knew something was strange 
about her. Does she just have some sort of freak strength? Or is something else 
happening?” Then her eyes flared. “Wait—is this the secret Mac was about to 
tell?” She grabbed Maria’s arm. “What’s going on?” she demanded. 

Maria stared coldly at her, then turned her gaze to her arm where Kelly 
gripped it. 

Kelly’s eyes widened, and she quickly let go. “Sorry,” she mumbled. 

Maria put a hand on her hip. “Whatever you think you know,” she warmed, 
her tone harsh, “you’d better not breathe a word of it to anybody. My best friend 
is in big trouble,” she said, her voice cracking, “and I can’t deal with your game 
of twenty questions right now. Are we clear?” 

Kelly nodded numbly. “Sorry,” she repeated. 

On the rooftop, Charlie stayed low to keep hidden and squinted in the hazy 
sunlight, scanning the neighborhoods. With so few trees it only took a minute to 
spot the oversize van heading into the older section of town where she, Mac, and 
Maria had walked the other day. It traveled several blocks to a dead-end street, at 
the end of which the road turned to dirt and the land opened up. The van 


continued without slowing, clouds of dust rising up behind it in spite of the rain 
earlier in the day. Quickly Charlie counted how many blocks the vehicle had 
gone and looked for landmarks. When she felt confident of the location, she 
hurried back down to the ground. 

“T found them,” she said. “They’re not that far away.” 

“Menos mal,” breathed Maria, relieved. “Let’s go.” She followed Charlie as 
she rounded the corner of the house and headed for the street. 

“Are you sure we should be doing this?” Kelly asked tentatively, going after 
them. 

Charlie picked up the pace. “I’m sure you shouldn’t, Kelly. You should 
actually just go home. But Maria and I should, yes, because we know what’s 
happening.” 

Kelly scowled and didn’t obey. 

“We know what’s going on?” Maria said quietly, trying to keep Kelly from 
hearing. 

“I’m pretty sure.” Charlie kept her voice low too. “They don’t want Mac. 
They want the bracelet. And somehow they figured out we’re working together. 
I don’t think they’re going to hurt him. They’re after me.” 

“T hope you’re right,” said Maria. “I mean, I don’t want them to be after you 
either, but at least you have a better chance of fighting them.” 

Charlie nodded. She glanced over her shoulder at Kelly and grew instantly 
annoyed. “You’re not coming with us!” She looked at Maria. “How do we lose 
her?” 

Maria shrugged helplessly. “I already warned her once to keep her mouth 
shut, so maybe she’s okay.” 

“Not with me.” Charlie started jogging faster, and Maria matched the pace. 

Kelly’s face only grew more determined. “Sorry, Charlotte,” she called out 
in her too-sweet voice. “But if you want me to keep your secret, Pm coming 
with you.” 

Charlie muttered under her breath and decided to ignore the girl. 

“How’s your knee?” Maria asked. 

“Tt’s pretty good now,” said Charlie, trying not to wince. She pointed ahead. 
“They went this way four more blocks, turned left at an orange two-story Santa 
Fe—style house, and then right down a dead-end road and kept going over the 
dirt.” She glanced around to see if anything suspicious was going on and caught 
sight of Kelly’s blond crown half a block behind them. “She’s still back there,” 
she muttered, a sinking feeling in her stomach. “She could wreck everything. 


You’ve got to keep her from messing this up—she trusts you.” 

Maria was so out of breath she couldn’t make the effort to look or speak, but 
she nodded. 

Soon they turned, and turned again, and Charlie spotted a dead-end sign. 
They were on the right street, at least. She scanned the horizon and saw a haze of 
dust settling some distance in front of them. “This way,” she said. 

They continued on a gravel road with some scrubby bushes alongside it and 
ditches that still held a bit of murky water from the morning rain. The road led 
past a decrepit barn to an abandoned outbuilding and horse stable. A rusty old 
gate with a shiny new lock on it blocked the road, but it was easy enough for the 
kids to climb over. They advanced near the stables and crouched behind a large 
dead bush that was days away from becoming a tumbleweed. 

“There’s the van by that building,” Maria said when she’d caught her breath. 
“We need to be careful—we don’t want them to see us.” 

They moved stealthily, bush by bush, until Kelly had caught up with them, 
and then together all three dashed to the side of the outbuilding. Charlie held a 
finger to Kelly’s face. “Don’t mess this up,” she warned. 

“T won’t,” Kelly whispered, her expression solemn. 

“Don’t even speak.” 

Kelly’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t reply. 

“The windows are blacked out,” Charlie said softly. “Do you hear 
anything?” 

“Just some voices,” Maria said, her ear pressed against a crack in the flimsy 
siding near the ground. “But I can’t hear what they’re saying.” 

“Do you hear Mac?” Kelly asked softly. 

“No.” Maria said. 

“He’s probably gagged,” Charlie whispered. “Or he’s just smart enough not 
to talk.” She eyed Kelly. 

Kelly frowned, but she stopped talking. 

They heard some commotion inside, and then the sound of a door slamming 
and a vehicle starting. Quickly they ran around to the back of the building and 
watched the van drive away. It stopped at the gate. One of the strange figures got 
out to unlock it. She swung it open. It was Miko. So this is where they went, 
thought Charlie. She wondered if Miko and Cyke and the claw woman were 
heading back out to look for them. 

“Why are they all dressed like that?” whispered Kelly. 

Maria turned sharply and silenced her with a look. 


After the vehicle pulled through, Miko locked the gate and got back in the 
van. They drove off with a cloud of dust. 

When they were out of sight, Charlie signaled the others to follow her. 

“Do you think they have Mac with them in the truck?” Maria asked 
anxiously. 

“T don’t know, but we’re going to find out,” Charlie said. She retied her 
sweatshirt around her waist and knotted it, then checked her shoelaces. “Stay 
behind me.” 

They crept around the building. When Charlie reached the heavy, solid door, 
she stood up and signaled for Maria and Kelly to stay back. She touched the 
handle, her heart tripping wildly. There was no way to know what would happen 
when she opened the door. The outbuilding could be filled with those strange 
goggle-eyed fighters. But it didn’t matter—they had to find Mac. 

Charlie took a deep breath, the bracelet warming on her arm, and threw open 
the door, giving the dark building a small pathway of sunlight. She jumped 
inside and squinted. It was almost impossible to see anything. 

Without warning, Charlie began chirping uncontrollably. From the darkness 
two wavy, silvery shapes appeared in the distance, rapidly growing larger. 
Charlie put her fists in front of her, wishing she’d paid more attention in her self- 
defense classes. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness and the chirping stopped, and 
she saw that the shapes were two people wearing goggles coming toward her— 
the same beefy man and woman who had carried Mac to the van. One of them 
lumbered along slower than the other. Charlie spied a third person quickly 
climbing up a pole and hopping onto the rafters above her head. 

This was definitely trouble. 


CHAPTER 41 
A Startling Discovery 


With a wild yell, Charlie waved her fists and darted between the beefy ones to 
throw them off guard. Then she hopped onto the shorter one’s back and started 
pummeling her in the head with her fists and kicking her in the stomach with her 
heels until the woman dropped to her knees and rolled, knocking Charlie off. 

Charlie scooted out of the way before the woman could squash her. 

The taller, slower attacker picked Charlie up, but she pelted him with a 
dozen hard blows to his forearms and smashed her head into his nose as if she 
were heading a soccer ball. That worked! He began lowing in pain like a sick 
cow and dropped her. 

The first attacker staggered to her feet, calling out “Prowl, assist!” to the 
climber overhead. Charlie rolled out of reach, then jumped up between the man 
and woman and slammed their heads together as hard as she could. They 
slumped to the ground. 

Before Charlie could look up to see where Prowl was, she heard a deep 
meow from above that sounded a lot like Big Kitty. Prowl dropped like a rock 
onto Charlie’s back and dug his claws in—feeling eerily familiar from her fight 
earlier in the day, only this soldier was much heavier. Charlie’s knees buckled 
and she hit the floor, the wind knocked out of her. Prowl rolled Charlie onto her 
back and punched her in the face. 

Charlie saw stars. 

“No!” screamed Maria from the doorway. “You get off of her!” She ran 
inside and started punching and kicking the man. He grabbed Maria and lifted 
her up in the air. Maria struggled to connect her fists with Prowl’s face, but 
Prowl held her just out of reach and prepared to launch her at the wall. 

Charlie heaved herself to her feet and lunged at Prowl, drilling her head into 
the man’s stomach and not stopping. He dropped Maria and stumbled backward, 
with Charlie pushing faster and faster until she lifted him off his feet and 
slammed him into the wall. His head ricocheted against the cinder blocks like a 


crash-test dummy. The man made a breathless hissing sound, then sank to the 
concrete. 

Charlie whipped her head around looking for more of the brutes, but they 
were all out cold. There was no one else. Well, no one else but Mac, who was 
gagged and tied to a pole in the center of the warehouse. 

Maria got up and ran to him. “Are you okay, buddy?” 

He nodded emphatically and grunted. 

From the doorway, Kelly stared. 

Charlie ignored her and hobbled over to Mac and Maria, gingerly touching 
the swelling bruise by her eye. “Let’s get Mac untied while the thugs are still 
down for the count.” She looked at the door and reluctantly waved Kelly inside 
—they could use her help. “Come on, hurry up. Let’s move.” A fleeting thought 
flashed through Charlie’s brain: it was fun ordering Kelly around. 

Maria pulled the gag out of Mac’s mouth. 

“Whew,” said Mac, smacking his parched lips together. “Thanks.” 

“PII get the ropes,” said Charlie. “Kelly, go make sure those thugs on the 
floor over there aren’t waking up. Maria, how about you have a look around 
outside and watch for the van?” 

The two girls dispersed. 

Charlie took hold of the rope around Mac’s ankles with both hands and 
pulled with all her strength. The rope strands snapped, and soon Mac’s legs were 
free. 

“Good move,” Mac said, stretching his legs. “I can’t believe you found me. I 
was wotried.” 

“T told you we would.” She smiled. 

“How did Kelly end up involved in this anyway?” 

“Long boring story.” Charlie moved around to the pole behind Mac, where 
his wrists were tied. “Okay, here we go.” This time she dug her finger into the 
knot and pried the ropes loose. Once they let go she flung them at Kelly, who 
was near the slow, lumbering man Charlie had knocked out. “Tie that one up!” 
she ordered, and turned back to Mac. “Tell me what happened.” 

Mac brought his hands in front of him and rolled his wrists gingerly. “I was 
chilling in Maria’s room as usual. Her mom and abuela ran to the grocery store, 
and her stepdad and brothers were at tee ball, I think, so I was the only one in the 
house,” Mac said, rubbing his wrists. “I was waiting for you guys to show up, 
just reviewing the footage of your abilities. Then these three burst in, looking 
and talking like soldiers straight out of Call of Duty. They saw what I was 


watching, stole my phone, and grabbed me. They got my iPad too.” 

“Keep talking. Let’s have a look around.” She held out a hand to pull him up. 

He took it gratefully and stood. “They were using some communication 
system built into their suits, and they were all like, yes sir, no sir, target this, 
device that, ten-four soldier, out—that kind of stuff.” 

“So they’re actual soldiers? They don’t look like it with those weird 
uniforms. And why would they cover their faces?” 

“No idea.” 

“Well, at least it makes them easy to spot in a crowd.” 

“Yeah.” 

Mac and Charlie walked past several large pieces of lab equipment and 
reached the end of the warehouse, where a huge table was set up. It was covered 
with computers and monitors and several boxes standing open with items inside 
waiting to be unpacked. Playing on the screens were the videos that Mac had 
taken of Charlie. 

“Whoa, check it out,” said Mac. “You look pretty tough on a big screen.” 

“That’s pretty freaky,” Charlie said. These soldiers were really going through 
a lot to find her. And it was more than a little unsettling. She looked around. “I 
don’t see your iPad or phone, do you?” 

Mac shook his head. “Try calling me.” 

Charlie dialed Mac’s number, and they listened for his ring tone, but heard 
nothing. “They must have taken it with them.” 

But Mac had turned his attention elsewhere. He pointed to another screen. 
“Look, Charlie. That computer is doing some sort of recognition search on your 
face.” 

Charlie looked, and the color drained from her cheeks. “Oh no. Don’t touch 
the computers,” she said. “I don’t want to leave them any fingerprints or 
whatever.” 

Mac watched the footage for a minute. “Who are these people anyway?” 

“T don’t know. But I don’t think they’re the ones who sent me the bracelet.” 

“They could be the enemies of the ones who did send it.” 

That comment would have made Charlie laugh a day or two ago. But not 
now. “You might be right,” she said. “Whoever they are, they want this bracelet 
in a big way.” She peered into one of the boxes, and then her foot bumped 
something underneath the table. She crouched and saw a heavy-duty safe. 
“Hmm,” she said, grasping the top corners and trying to pull it out, but found it 
was stuck to the floor. She sat back and eyed the combination lock. “Maybe your 


iPad and phone are inside here.” 

“Maybe, but how are we supposed to open it? We don’t know the 
combination.” 

Charlie gave Mac a patronizing smile. “We don’t really need a combination, 
do we?” 

“Oh,” said Mac. “Ha. No, I guess not. I'll stand back.” 

Charlie bent down, gripped the handle of the safe, gritted her teeth, and, with 
all her strength, yanked on it. Both she and the door went skidding backward 
across the floor. “Ouch,” she said wearily, and lay there for a moment. “This is 
getting old.” 

“Are you okay?” Mac asked, uncertain as to whether he should go check out 
the safe or help her. 

Charlie waved him off and slowly got to her feet, bringing the door with her 
and chucking it under the table as Mac rummaged around in the safe. 

Hearing the commotion, Kelly stood on her tiptoes near the woman, peering 
at Mac and Charlie to see what they were doing. At the same time Maria came 
back inside and hustled over. “I scoured the area. No sign of anyone,” she 
reported. 

“Thanks,” said Charlie. “Can you keep an eye out?” 

“Sure.” She started back but then stopped and watched Mac pull out a small 
case. Carefully he opened it and looked at the contents. 

“Ts your stuff in there?” asked Charlie. She bent down next to him. 

Kelly, seeing the three gathered without her, left her post and joined them. 

“No,” Mac said, disappointed. “But check this out.” He picked up an item 
from the case and held it up to the dim light. 

“What is it?” asked Kelly. 

Charlie frowned at her. She was like a mosquito. 

“Tt’s a bracelet,” said Mac. “A little different from Charlie’s, but it’s got the 
same logo stamped on it. There’s more.” He handed the box to Maria so she 
could see. 

“Whoa.” Maria’s eyes grew wide. “Do you think these losers made them?” 
she asked, pointing at the unconscious soldiers. “Is that why they’re trying to get 
Charlie’s?” 

“Making one of these would require some serious brains,” said Mac. “These 
grunts are just protecting them, Pll bet. Ten bucks says they work for the person 
who created them.” 

“That’s why they want this one,” said Charlie thoughtfully. “But I still can’t 


figure out who sent it to me in the first place.” 

Kelly was quiet all this time and totally confused until her eyes alighted on 
Charlie’s arm. “Oh, so it’s your bracelet . . . ?” she murmured. 

Charlie didn’t hear her, but Kelly’s face began to clear. And then her eyes 
narrowed, and a determined look replaced the confusion. She took the case from 
Maria and scanned the two devices that remained inside, choosing the sleeker, 
more streamlined one. 

Maria snatched the box back from Kelly and picked up the remaining 
thicker, clunkier device. 

Charlie looked at each one. “They’ve all got screens,” she said, “just like my 
bracelet.” 

“And they all have the logo,” noted Mac. “I can see it better on these—it’s 
actually the letters T and G. But this device’s TG is inside a triangle, not a 
pentagon like Charlie’s.” 

“Mine’s in between two lines,” said Maria. 

They heard a click and turned to Kelly. Her bracelet was on her wrist. 

Charlie gasped. “No!” she said, lunging at her. “Don’t put it on!” 

Kelly reared back. “What the—? Calm down, Charlotte.” She held her arm 
out of reach. “Or do you think you’re the only one who gets to wear one?” 

“No,” said Maria in a worried voice. “It’s because you might not be able to 
get it off.” 

Kelly’s sneer faded. “Oh.” She lowered her arm and let Maria undo the 
clasp. 

“Tt comes off,” said Maria with a sigh of relief. She held it up, and Kelly 
took it back. 

“Lucky break,” said Charlie, narrowing her eyes at Kelly. “You don’t have a 
clue what you’re doing, so just stop messing with everything before you hurt 
yourself.” She was running out of patience. What she really wanted to do was 
take the bracelet away from Kelly, but Charlie thought the better of it when she 
pictured how that fight would go down. Maybe she could get it from her later. 

Kelly sulked. “I’m getting a clue,” she said defiantly. But she held the device 
obediently in one hand and didn’t put it back on. 

Crisis averted, Mac squinted at Kelly’s bracelet. “Huh. Your logo is in a 
square. I wonder what it means.” 

“Maybe the people who made them like shapes,” Kelly said with a hint of 
sarcasm. 

Charlie shook her head in annoyance and turned back to the safe. “Do you 


think there would be some kind of owner’s manual to help us figure out what 
these things do?” 

“Tf there is, I bet they’d keep it in the safe with the devices,” said Mac. “And 
maybe we’ ll find the deactivation code for yours.” 

“Not a bad idea,” Charlie said. “Though I don’t think I want to take the thing 
off at this point.” She pointed her thumb at the soldiers. “Or ever. But let’s see 
what we can find.” 

She pulled a second, larger box out of the safe, forgetting all about her 
previous concern with leaving fingerprints, and began to rifle through a bunch of 
files. Most of the folders had strange words she didn’t understand written on 
them, but then she saw something familiar: Project Chimera. 

Charlie’s eyes widened. She snatched it up and started paging through the 
documents inside, but before she could find anything useful, one of the beefy 
soldiers groaned and stirred. 

The kids froze, and then Mac, Maria, and Kelly silently turned to Charlie, 
eyes wide. 

Charlie’s breath hitched. Somehow she had become the leader. She leaned to 
one side, peering at the soldiers. Kelly hadn’t done a very good job of tying up 
the slow guy. It looked like he could slip out of the ropes without a problem. 
“We need to get out of here,” Charlie whispered. “Before these losers wake up 
or the van comes back.” 

The others nodded. 

“Mac, take a quick look through those files to see if there’s anything useful.” 

“Got it,” said Mac, rummaging through the rest of the second box. 

Charlie turned to Maria. “Why don’t you and Kelly go outside and keep a 
lookout?” 

Maria nodded. 

Charlie shoved the Project Chimera file into Maria’s hand. “Take this and 
keep it hidden. I bet it’s got information about all the bracelets.” 

“Good, because I’m keeping mine,” said Maria. 

“Me too,” said Kelly. 

Charlie looked alarmed. “But then they’ll come after you, too.” 

“They’ve already been in my house, Charlie!” exclaimed Maria. “They know 
who we are, so we need to protect ourselves.” 

“You’re right, you’re right,” muttered Charlie, pressing her temples and 
trying to think. “Okay, fine, take them—just go now and make sure nobody’s 
coming.” 


Maria and Kelly took their bracelets and the file and ran to the exit as Charlie 
turned and knelt next to Mac and the safe. Mac had pulled everything out of the 
second box—mostly documents. “Find anything helpful?” she asked. 

Mac yanked a sealed envelope out of the box of files and squinted at it. “This 
has the TG bracelet logo on the label,” he whispered, holding it out to Charlie. 
“See?” 

Charlie looked. And then she gasped at the words next to it. Talos Global. 
“TG,” she said softly. “Talos Global.” Her heart thudded, and her mind whirled. 
She yanked the envelope from Mac’s hand and stared at it, not comprehending. 
Did these terrible people have something to do with her dad’s old job? 

She glanced at the guards. Prowl was stirring now too. 

“We should go,” said Mac, sounding worried. 

“You go. Pl be there in a sec.” Frantic, Charlie worked at the strip of 
packing tape that secured the envelope, trying to tear it open. 

The first thug groaned. Mac hesitated, not wanting to leave Charlie alone. He 
rose and anxiously looked all around. “Come on, Chuck—we don’t have time 
for this! Take it and we can open it later.” 

“Hang on,” said Charlie impatiently, finally ripping the thing open. She 
pulled out a stack of papers. 

Frustrated, Mac darted across the width of the warehouse to the groaning 
soldier and tried to tighten the ropes around his wrists before he woke up. 

Charlie scanned the cover page, her eyes immediately drawn to a list of five 
people who were cc’d on the contents. All the names were unfamiliar . . . except 
for the last one. Dr. Charles Wilde. “What the... ,” Charlie breathed. She felt 
sick. 

“Charlie!” Mac shouted. “Behind you!” 

Charlie looked up, but it was too late. Prowl’s arm stretched and bent around 
her throat, and his claws sank into her shoulder. She gasped and dropped the 
envelope as he lifted her in the air. The papers scattered. 

Mac froze, watching Charlie in horror. But he had more things to worry 
about—the soldier whose ropes he was working on came to, and after a moment 
of confusion, he lunged for the boy. Mac shrieked and scrambled backward 
across the cement floor while the soldier tried to untangle himself. 

With a look of sheer terror on his face, Mac pulled the bracelet from his 
pocket and held it in his shaking hand. With no other choice, he cringed and 
slapped it on his wrist and secured it, then began punching buttons like crazy. 

Back by the safe, Charlie found herself dangling just above the floor and 


cursed under her breath for not listening to Mac. She swallowed hard and tried to 
stay calm as her wrist grew warm. 

“That’s a nice bracelet,” Prowl purred in Charlie’s ear. 

Charlie froze. “Thank you,” she said, hoping desperately that the right ability 
had turned on. Then she slammed her heels into Prowl’s knees and her elbow 
into his gut, wrenched free from his grasp, and turned to face him as he came 
toward her again. Finally remembering a move she’d learned at the Y, she 
grasped his outstretched arm with one hand, then yanked him close while 
smashing her other fist in his throat. 

He struggled and choked. 

She let go and spun around with her arm extended, and backhanded him with 
all her strength. The bracelet slammed hard into his jaw, and he skittered 
sideways across the floor. Charlie bent over, trying to catch her breath. 

“Something’s happening over here,” Mac shakily called out from his spot 
near the two beefy soldiers. His voice pitched upward. “Something weird!” Next 
to him, the guy who had been tied up was peeling off the ropes like they were 
sweatbands and tossing them aside. 

Charlie glanced at Mac and stopped short. From Mac’s bracelet, a line of 
shiny silver liquid emerged. As it sped up his arm and down the other, it spread 
and wrapped around him, then washed over the rest of his body. 

“What’s going on?” cried Mac as the silver liquid crawled up the back of his 
neck and came around his head to form a helmet. 

“Whoa,” said Charlie under her breath. But before she could answer him, 
Prowl pounced, knocking her flat. She rolled to her stomach and scrambled to 
her feet, arms raised to fight. He pounced again, and this time wrapped his limbs 
around her, his claws sinking in. She screamed in pain and tried to push him off. 
“Let go of me, you goon!” she cried. But he was stuck fast. She staggered 
blindly toward Mac, unable to see where she was going with Prowl’s body 
smashed against her face. Wrenching her neck forward with all her strength, she 
dug her forehead into Prowl’s chest to push him away, then slipped her hands to 
his chest and pushed farther until she caught a glimpse of the other male soldier, 
who was on his feet now and heading toward Mac. “Oh no, you don’t,” she said, 
and stumbled across the warehouse toward him. Gaining speed, she smashed 
Prowl into him, sending all three of them sprawling. 

Prowl’s claws tore loose from Charlie’s skin. “Ahhh!” cried Charlie, coming 
to a rest on her side. She curled up into a ball and squeezed her eyes shut. The 
pain came in sickening waves. 


“Im coming to help!” screeched Mac, trying to run toward her. “I think so, 
anyway!” The shiny silver armor that had encased his body had immediately 
hardened like a metal shell, but it moved awkwardly with him. 

The beefy man got up and lunged for Mac. Mac yelped in fear, swinging his 
arms, and connected with the side of the guy’s head. The impact threw Mac off 
balance, and he flopped onto his back as the soldier went flying into the wall. 
Mac struggled in the suit like a turtle that had been flipped onto its shell. He 
began rocking from side to side, trying to get up. 

When the woman came to and got up, she lumbered over to Mac. Mac bent 
his legs and kicked at her, sending her into the wall as well and landing next to 
the man. He struggled again to get up, and this time managed to roll to his 
stomach and catch a glimpse of Charlie, still on the ground. 

Charlie opened her eyes as Prowl gingerly got to his feet. She pushed past 
the pain and got up, ran forward, and plowed into him. His back arched, and he 
sunk his claws into her shoulders. 

“Stop doing that!” Charlie yelled. She ripped one of Prowl’s clawed hands 
out of her, and then the other, and held him out, then shook him until his body 
flopped about like a rag doll. Even so, Prowl lashed out with his claws every 
chance he got. 

Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, Charlie saw a robot—or maybe it was 
a knight in streamlined, modern-looking armor. He clunked over to Charlie’s 
side and punched Prowl in the chest with a metal fist. 

Prowl sailed across the warehouse floor and didn’t move. 

“Holy frijoles!” shouted Mac, sounding muffled. “Did you see that?” 

Charlie stared at the robot knight, and then she narrowed her eyes and 
reached out to rap on his metallic arm. “Are you okay in there?” 

Mac pawed at his face and lifted up a mirrored visor. His dark-brown eyes 
blinked. “I, uh... yeah. But did you see what I did?” 

“T did,” said Charlie, wincing with pain. “That was extremely excellent.” She 
took a step back and looked at him up and down. “You have got to get a look at 
yourself though.” 

“Yeah... pretty weird, Pl bet. What if I stay like this?” 

“Well,” Charlie said, moving gingerly, “we’ll deal with you in a minute. 
First let’s make sure these soldiers are down for the count. And then let’s get out 
of here.” She released a breath and ran to Prowl to check him over while Mac 
took the other two. 

“How do you like my bracelet now, you big loser?” Charlie asked the 


unconscious Prowl. Then she narrowed her eyes and looked at the soldier’s face 
mask. Part of the fabric was ripped. “What is that?” she whispered, focusing in 
on the tear. She bent down. Poking out from it was a tuft of . . . fur. 

She looked closer, certain she must be mistaken. And then impulsively she 
reached for the base of the mask and pulled it off the soldier’s head. She gasped. 

Prowl had a human-shaped face and head, but instead of skin and hair, he 
was covered in black and gold spotted fur. A handful of long whiskers shot out 
from either side of his mouth. And his ears weren’t rounded at the top like a 
human’s—they came to a point, with long tufts of black fur shooting out. He was 
not just aman. He was . . . a leopard man. 





Charlie stifled a scream, threw the mask to the ground, and ran back to Mac, 
traumatized and trying desperately to unsee Prowl’s animal face. “Come on, let’s 
go!” she cried, grabbing Mac’s arm and pulling him toward the door. But at the 
last second, despite the horror, she remembered the Talos Global envelope and 
the papers scattered all around. “Keep going,” she said to Mac, and dashed 
toward the safe. 

“I can’t actually run very fast in this thing,” Mac said, making a clanging 
noise every time his arms brushed against his torso. “At least not until I figure 
out how to do it.” 

“Just hurry! I’m right behind you.” Charlie knelt down by the safe and 
crawled under the computer table, quickly gathering the scattered papers and 
shoving them into the envelope, all the while telling herself that the leopard man 
wasn’t real. It had to be her imagination. Or maybe she was in shock. Or 
something. 

She wasn’t about to look again to make sure. When she’d retrieved all the 
papers, she got up and tore after Mac. 

As the two of them exited the building, they neglected to notice the computer 
screen that showed Charlie’s face, which flashed the words Identity Verified. 


CHAPTER 42 
A Growing Danger 


Charlie needed time to process what she’d seen . . . or what she thought she’d 
seen. After all, it hadn’t been very light in the warehouse. Maybe the shadows 
made the soldier’s face only look like it had fur on it. 

Instead of telling Mac about the leopard man, she shuddered and pushed it 
out of her thoughts, and instead she turned the attention to her friend. “A suit of 
armor?” said Charlie as they ran outside. “It’s not even actually that—it’s more 
like metal skin.” 

Mac’s bracelet was fully accessible, since the silver liquid had flowed under 
the band and stayed tight against his body. He began pressing buttons. “Skin of 
armor,” he muttered, clunking along over the uneven ground. “That’s how it 
feels.” He tripped over a rusty old horseshoe and nearly fell into a cluster of 
jumping cholla cacti. 

“Yikes!” he said as he stopped himself just in time. And then he started 
laughing when he realized this was the one time in his life when he would have 
been protected from the nasty things. “Hey,” he said, “this armor’s going to 
come in handy in more ways than one.” 

Charlie spotted Kelly and Maria. The sight of them gave Charlie a massive 
sense of relief—at least they looked normal. She pointed them out to Mac and 
headed their way. “This way, Clunky.” 

Mac followed, still pressing buttons on his device. Suddenly the metallic 
skin of armor shimmered, turned to liquid, and poured itself swiftly into Mac’s 
device. In a matter of seconds it was gone. 

“Wow!” Charlie and Mac said together. 

“T have no idea how that happened,” Mac said as he ran next to Charlie. 

“Tt’ll be interesting to figure it out,” Charlie said, gripping the envelope, “but 
we’ve got other stuff to worry about at the moment.” They reached Maria and 
Kelly. 

“What was up with that shiny suit, Mac?” exclaimed Maria, handing the file 


to Charlie. “Did you use your bracelet?” 

“Yeah,” said Mac. “Crazy, isn’t it? But I knocked a couple of soldiers out.” 

“Sweet!” said Maria. “Your bracelet acts completely differently from 
Charlie’s.” 

Kelly glanced at her bracelet warily, then slipped it into her pocket. 

Charlie nodded, then pointed the way out, anxious to get away. “Let’s go. 
Fast.” 

“Hang on,” said Mac, pulling out his inhaler and muttering, “you people and 
your running.” He used it, then took a few breaths. “Okay, that’s going to have 
to do,” he said. 

“My house, right?” asked Maria anxiously. “I want to make sure 
everything’s okay there.” They started moving. 

“Definitely,” said Charlie. 

“That was all really scary,” said Maria. “Are you two all right?” 

“T will be,” said Charlie. She turned her focus to her body, which hurt almost 
everywhere, but she knew it was just a matter of time before she’d feel better. 
She checked her bracelet and saw the healing starfish was lit up. That was great, 
but that didn’t get rid of the blood and rips in her shirt from all the claws she’d 
encountered. She untied her sweatshirt and put it back on as they ran. Then she 
glanced at Mac, worried about how he was holding up now that they were out of 
danger. She couldn’t even imagine what it must have been like to get abducted. 
“Yeah, Mac,” she said when he didn’t reply to Maria. “How are you doing?” 

“Pm .. . okay,” Mac said, but the realization of everything that had 
happened was beginning to hit him. “Should we call the police?” he asked 
uncertainly. He looked at Charlie. 

“T wanted to,” piped up Kelly, “but Charlie wouldn’t let me.” 

Charlie dropped her gaze. She knew if they did that, word would get out 
about her abilities. “Maybe we should,” she said in a quiet voice. 

“T don’t think so,” argued Maria. “Charlie would be exposed. If those thugs 
are after the bracelet, just think of all the others who would want to get their 
greedy hands on it if they knew about it. Some people would love to turn you 
into their experiment.” She looked plaintively at Mac. “Unless you really want 
to. I mean, you’re the one they kidnapped.” 

Mac contemplated while trying to keep up with the three athletes, and they 
all kept an eye out for the white van or anyone trying to follow them from the 
warehouse. After a few minutes Mac spoke up. “If they are soldiers, wouldn’t 
the police believe them over a bunch of kids? I don’t think we should call them. 


At least not yet.” 

Charlie looked at him. “Are you sure?” 

Mac nodded. “I’m sure.” 

“Not even about your stolen iPad and phone? Won’t your parents be mad?” 

Mac began wheezing a little as they picked up the pace, and he spoke in 
short bursts, taking time to breathe in between. “I’ve almost . . . got enough 
saved up .. . for a new tablet. Was going to buy one anyway. A couple more... 
jailbreaks . . . and Pll be there. Pll get a new phone . . . for my birthday next 
month. Will have to go without until then.” He paused. “Glad I backed up to the 
cloud yesterday.” 

A flood of relief filled Charlie. “Are you sure you can live without them?” 
she asked. “I have twenty-four dollars saved up. You can have it for your new 
iPad.” 

Mac stared at her. “You serious?” 

“Sure—I’ll give you my next allowance money too. It’s my fault this 
happened.” 

“PII chip in too,” said Maria. “Abu always gives me money before she goes 
back to Puerto Rico—you can have it all.” 

Kelly stayed silent, and then she slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled 
out some folded bills. She dropped back to run next to Mac. “Here,” she said, 
pressing the money into Mac’s hand. “If you end up needing more. . .” She 
trailed off and knit her brows, as if she was rethinking the offer, but then forged 
ahead. “If you need more, just let me know. My parents are getting divorced. So, 
yeah. They’ ll pretty much give me anything I want right now.” 

Charlie glanced sidelong at Kelly as Maria gave her shoulder a quick 
squeeze of appreciation. Kelly’s expression was cold, but Charlie knew she had 
to be hurting inside as much as Charlie hurt on the outside. Only Kelly didn’t 
have any healing powers. 

Mac looked at the money and his eyes grew shiny. “Thanks,” he said, his 
voice gruff. He turned to cough into his sleeve. Then he urged them to go faster. 

Maria sped up. 

As they ran through the neighborhoods, Charlie retold the final events from 
the warehouse. Mac, preferring to breathe, didn’t speak, but he toyed with his 
device from time to time. At one point he tried unlatching it, and it came right 
off. He shrugged and put it back on again. “Maybe only . . . Charlie’s device... 
gets stuck,” he said. 

“Just don’t try taking it off when you’ve got the armor on,” warned Charlie. 


“Who knows what could happen.” 

When they got close to Maria’s, they stopped to let Mac catch his breath. 
Then they crept covertly toward the Torreses’ house in case any of the soldiers 
were out looking for them. Maria led them to the back door, where their 
backpacks still sat undisturbed. She and Charlie picked them up and quietly 
opened the door. 

Once inside, they heard a noise coming from the kitchen. Wanting to be sure 
there weren’t any more soldiers inside, they sneaked down the hallway. It didn’t 
take long for the dogs to detect them, though, and they bounded joyfully toward 
the children, which was a good sign. Soon the children spied Yolanda, who was 
putting the last of the groceries away and beginning to fix dinner. All was well. 

“We’re home, Abu,” Maria called out, trying to sound normal. “Where’s 
Mom?” 

Yolanda replied in Spanish, and soon relief was evident on Maria’s face. 
“Everybody’s fine,” she said. “My stepbrother’s team won the tee ball game.” 
She laughed at how trivial that seemed after everything they’d been through. 
“Now my mom and stepdad are bringing the boys to their mom’s and going out 
on a date.” She smirked. 

“Ts that food she’s cooking for us?” asked Mac, eyeing the ingredients. 

“When isn’t it?” replied Maria. “Looks like empanadas.” 

“Crispy fried goodness,” murmured Mac. 

“T love those things,” agreed Kelly, who’d eaten at Maria’s house multiple 
times. 

“T’ve got family dinner at home tonight,” said Charlie. She’d almost 
forgotten, with everything that had happened. “TIl have to try one next time.” 

They went down the hallway to Maria’s room, Maria straightening pictures 
on the wall and picking up a few of Mac’s papers from the floor along the way— 
the only sign of any disturbance so far. All grew serious as she opened the door 
and looked in. 

The desk chair was tipped over. Books were scattered on the floor. There 
were papers strewn about, and the bulletin board had been knocked off the wall. 
Two dresser drawers stood open, and Maria’s clothes were on the floor. 

“Whoa,” said Maria. She looked at the mess with dismay. “What did they 
want with my clothes? Sheesh.” 

“They didn’t exactly explain that as they were interrogating me, but I 
suppose they were looking for the bracelet,” said Mac. He set the chair upright 
and lifted the bulletin board, examining the back of it. 


“The first group of soldiers we fought saw me wearing it, so you’d think 
they’d communicate that to their friends,” said Charlie. 

“You say ‘we’ as if I actually did something,” said Maria. 

Charlie flashed her a smile. 

“They were communicating,” said Mac, “so maybe they figured that out. 
They stopped tearing things apart, anyway.” 

Kelly started picking up the books. 

Charlie gathered the strewn papers, while Maria went to the drawers and 
started folding her clothes and putting them back inside. 

“You sure put up a good fight, though, Mac,” said Charlie, admiration in her 
voice. 

“Not good enough,” said Mac. “Too bad the dogs were outside, or maybe 
they could’ve helped me.” 

Kelly scratched her head. “What actually happened here?” she asked, still 
trying to piece everything together. 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. With all the horrifying events of the day, she realized 
she was the only one to get a short version of Mac’s kidnapping story, and she 
wanted to know more. “Why would they come here?” 

“Start from the beginning,” Maria said. 

“Okay,” said Mac. “Well, I walked in and read the note that Maytée left on 
the counter telling us where everybody was,” explained Mac, “and went to 
Maria’s room like usual. A few minutes later three soldiers burst in. They 
swiped my stuff, read all my messages, and went through my backpack. Then 
they interrogated me about Googling Chimera Mark Five. I think they must have 
found us by IP address.” 

He paused and went on. “One of them started talking on some device built 
into his suit, saying that I’d been texting with Charles Wilde, as if he knew a guy 
named that. And I said, ‘Her name’s not Charles, it’s Charlie.’” 

“What?” Charlie’s eyes grew wide. “Charles is my dad,” she said. She 
glanced at the Talos Global envelope. Did the soldiers she’d fought actually 
know him? 

“Im pretty sure those soldiers know a lot about you by now,” Mac said 
quietly. “They got everything from my phone. Your contact info and all my 
notes we took about the bathroom . . .” He looked at the floor. “I’m... Pm 
sorry. I messed up.” 

Kelly’s eyes widened at the mention of the bathroom, but she remained 
quiet. 


Charlie stared at Mac, barely comprehending as her mind began to replay the 
incidents of the afternoon. “You didn’t mess up,” she said faintly, but her 
thoughts whirred beyond her control, forcing her to return to the last moments at 
the warehouse and pounding her with questions. Was that soldier’s face really 
covered in leopard fur, or had her mind just been playing tricks on her after all 
the trauma? And if it was, how could those strange, animal-like thugs know her 
father? Why would they have a file on Talos Global? And how were the 
bracelets connected to all this? She desperately wanted to push those memories 
of the envelope and the leopard man away and pretend like all that hadn’t 
happened, because both things made her feel like throwing up. But she had to 
tell her friends, because they were in danger too. And the truth was, her father 
was somehow involved with these guys. Though everything she imagined 
seemed preposterous. 

“What’s wrong, Charlie?” asked Maria softly. 

They were all staring at her. 

“T saw something,” Charlie heard herself saying. “It was weird. Like, really 
weird. Remember that soldier named Prowl? You know which one he was?” 

They all nodded. 

“After Mac knocked him out, I noticed he had a tear in his mask. And... 
and fur was poking out.” 

Mac’s jaw slacked. Maria and Kelly just kept staring. 

“And?” prompted Mac. He leaned forward. 

“And I pulled the mask off, and . . .” Charlie swallowed hard. “His face—it 
was covered with it. With fur. Gold and black, like . . . like a leopard. And 
whiskers, too, and his ears . . .” She cringed, reliving the nightmarish moment. 
“But his face was shaped like a man’s. I think. I mean, it was so scary and 
strange that I’m not quite sure I believe it. But I saw it. I did—I saw it. I’m sure 
of it.” 

The other three remained in shocked silence until Mac closed his mouth and 
sat up. “That’s crazy.” 

“T know.” 

“So,” Maria said, “you’re saying Prowl is like a human leopard?” 

“Yes, like that,” said Charlie. 

Kelly looked like she didn’t believe her. 

“And that’s not all,” Charlie said, cringing. She held out the envelope and 
pointed to the logo that was on all their bracelets. “My father used to work for 
this company. Talos Global. That’s what the TG in the logo stands for.” 


The room remained silent as Maria, Mac, and Kelly took in this next bit of 
shocking information. “Your father?” asked Maria softly. 

Charlie nodded. 

“What did he do there?” asked Mac. 

Charlie shook her head. “I don’t know. He said it was . . . top secret.” A chill 
went down her spine. Top secret enough to not be found on the internet? she 
wondered. She felt guilty, somehow, on his behalf, though she couldn’t imagine 
him being a part of this. Still, because of him, her friends now had reason to be 
worried for their lives. 

“Well,” Maria said slowly, “do you think the bracelet was really being sent . 
.. to him?” 

Charlie shrugged, feeling helpless. “He’s always gone by Charles since I was 
born,” she said. “Charlie is me. But he used to be, I guess.” She shook her head. 
“How was I supposed to know?” 

As Maria and Mac talked softly about this new development, trying to piece 
things together, a sudden wave of fear washed over Charlie. Her father. She 
reached for her phone and pulled it out, quickly checking her messages. He 
hadn’t texted her back after school. He’d said he was going to be home all day 
from work—where was he? It was almost dinnertime. Quickly Charlie called her 
father’s cell phone. It rang five times and went to voice mail. 

“Crap,” she muttered, and hung up. She started a text message, then thought 
the better of it and looked up her previous texts to him from earlier that day. 
They were delivered but unread. Impossible. He never left his phone for that 
long. Charlie’s stomach twisted. She grew frantic, knowing instinctively that 
something was horribly wrong. “I have to go home,” she whispered. 

The others stopped talking and looked up. 

“I have to go,” Charlie said again. She dropped the stolen envelope in 
Maria’s lap, grabbed her backpack, and before anyone could stop her, she ran 
from the room. 

“Wait!” Maria cried. She darted out after her. “Be careful,” she called down 
the hallway after her. “Do you want us to go with you?” 

Charlie stopped at the end of the hallway and looked back. “Just take care of 
yourselves!” she hissed over her shoulder. “And those files.” She fled through 
the kitchen past a startled Yolanda, and burst out of the house. 

“She can protect herself,” Mac reminded Maria after she’d gone. 

“And so can we, now,” said Maria. She pulled her bracelet from her pocket, 
hesitated, and clipped it onto her wrist. She and Mac held their banded arms out 


to look at them. “I wonder what mine does,” Maria murmured. 

“Want to find out?” asked Mac. 

Maria shook her head. “I’m scared,” she said, with a nervous hitch in her 
voice. 

Kelly raised an eyebrow, watching them, then shrugged and put hers on too. 
She held her arm out next to theirs, admiring her bracelet’s sleekness and 
wondering what powers it held. She looked at the screen, but didn’t dare try the 
buttons—she’d do that later in the privacy of her own room, in case her power 
was something strange like Mac’s was. 

They finished cleaning the mess and collapsed on Maria’s bed, exhausted 
from the day, and in those quiet moments before dinner, Kelly lifted her head 
and regarded the other two, a venomous smile playing at her lips. “Sooo... ,” 
she whispered conspiratorially, “is Charlie really the one who destroyed the 
bathroom at school?” 

Mac and Maria sat up. Mac’s icy glare bored a hole through the girl. “Part of 
the bathroom,” he said. 

“And no,” said Maria, eyes flashing. “She didn’t.” 


Once outside, Charlie ran at cheetah speed toward her neighborhood, not caring 
if anyone saw her. Her phone was in her hand when it began to ring. 

It was Andy. 

Charlie’s stomach dropped, and she slowed down. Andy never called her— 
he hated talking on the phone. They’d only ever communicated by texting. With 
shaky fingers, she swiped her phone to answer it. 

“Hi, Andy, what’s up?” Charlie asked, trying to mask the anxiety in her 
voice. 

“Do you know where Dad is? He was supposed to pick me up. He’s not 
answering his phone. Did he lose it or something?” 

“He’s picking you up?” Charlie was confused. “From school, you mean?” 

“Duh.” 

“Tt’s, like, almost six thirty.” 

“Battle of the Books went long. He was supposed to be here at six. Can you 
just tell him to come and get me?” 

“Tm... Pm almost home,” said Charlie, and she started running again. 
“Listen, Pll call you right back, okay?” 

“Yeah. Hurry up though. I hate sitting here like a loser.” 

“Just sit there and... and do your homework. I’ Il call you right back.” 


Charlie hung up and sped toward her house. But when she ran up the street to 
her driveway, her heart almost stopped. The front door stood open. Jessie was 
racing around the yard barking her head off, and Big Kitty was outside cowering 
under a bush. 

Charlie darted over to Big Kitty and picked her up, commanding Jessie to 
follow behind her. She brought them in the house and hoped that Fat Princess 
was lying on a bed as usual. 

Inside the house, dining chairs were overturned and cupboard doors stood 
open. Loose paper and file folders were spread out over the table. “Mom? Dad?” 
she cried. “Where are you?” 

The door to her father’s study was open, and she ran inside. Papers and 
books were strewn everywhere. His desktop computer was gone, and so was his 
laptop and briefcase. The tower of Talos Global boxes was dismantled, and only 
a few remaining files were falling out of a tipped-over box. On the floor at 
Charlie’s feet was her father’s smashed cell phone. 

Charlie’s world crumbled around her. What was happening? Where was her 
father? Why were these soldiers doing this to her and her friends and family? 
She stared at the bracelet, realizing that whatever was going on, it was much 
bigger—and way more dangerous—than she could have ever imagined. And 
now at least one thing was becoming clear: the soldiers who wanted this bracelet 
were willing to do just about anything to get it. 

A slew of questions raced through Charlie’s mind. Who was behind all this? 
Who had sent the bracelet? Where had they taken her father, and what did they 
want with him? 

But the scariest thing was wondering what else they had done that Charlie 
hadn’t discovered yet. Was her mother okay? And what about Andy, waiting at 
school? 

She had to get to him before they did. As Charlie dashed out of her house at 
full throttle toward Andy’s school, she called her mom’s cell phone, hoping she 
was done with her shift and on her way home like she was supposed to be. The 
phone rang. Three times. Four. Please pick up. Please pick up, Charlie begged. 

Just when she thought it was going to voice mail, she heard her mom’s voice. 

“Hi, sweetie! Great timing. You caught me on the way out.” 

“Mom! Thank goodness.” Charlie felt a rush of relief as she neared Andy’s 
school and saw him standing there, unharmed. “Mom,” she said again, “I don’t 
know how to tell you this, but it’s bad.” 

“What is it?” Charlie’s mom asked, her voice flooding with concern. “Is 


someone hurt?” 

Charlie reached Andy, flung her arms around him despite his squirming, and 
said quietly into the phone, “It’s Dad. He’s missing, and the house is all torn 
apart. Somebody broke in, and . . . and I think he’s been kidnapped. His phone is 
... İs smashed... .” A hint of a sob came through her voice, but she choked it 
back. “You need to come and get Andy and me. We’re at his school.” 

There was a muffled sound, then a clunk, then a moment of silence on the 
phone. For a second Charlie thought she’d lost the connection. 

“Mom?” Charlie’s voice was ragged. She bit her lip and glanced at Andy, 
who stared at her with wide eyes that betrayed his fear. 

“What’s happening?” he mouthed. 

Charlie took a deep breath. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered to him 
“You’re safe with me.” Pretty safe, anyway. She knew that much by now. But if 
the strange animal soldiers could take her dad . . . couldn’t they take just about 
anybody? 

“Mom!” Charlie barked again. “Are you there?” 

Finally Charlie heard a muffled sound on the phone and her mother’s voice 
again. “Keep your brother safe, Charlie,” she said, her voice jiggling like she 
was sprinting for the car. “I’m on my way.” 


CHAPTER 43 
Just Getting Started 


Dr. Charles Wilde sat in a large walnut chair near a window. The city below 
was lit up, offering an incredible view, and the smell of dinner on the nearby 
table was intoxicating. A bevy of animal-human hybrids roamed about. They 
shed their masks to eat, revealing fur, feathers, hides, and scales where their 
normal human skin would be. Urging them to enjoy the well-deserved meal was 
Dr. Gray, who was eating as well. 

But Charles wasn’t enjoying any of it. He was gagged and tied to the chair in 
which he sat. Another man in a much weaker state was fastened to the chair 
beside him—his old friend from Talos Global, Dr. Jack Goldstein. The man was 
ragged and half-starved. It had been a shock to see him . . . though maybe not as 
much once their fellow coworker Victor Gray appeared in the room and declared 
himself responsible for the less-than-ideal reunion. 

The older scientist soon came to Charles’s side and looked him over. 

“Hungry, Charles?” asked Dr. Gray. 

Charles narrowed his eyes and shook his head. 

“You will be soon enough,” he said. “Right, Jack?” 

Jack didn’t answer. 

Dr. Gray smiled, though he wasn’t happy. He still didn’t have the device. 
And he wasn’t quite over the fact that his former friends had stolen it. He pulled 
the gag out of Charles’s mouth. Charles swallowed reflexively, his tongue dry. 

“There, let’s have a little chat,” said Dr. Gray. He pulled up a chair and sat 
down, crossing his long gangly legs. Two soldiers stood nearby. 

Dr. Wilde eyed the man, his face bruised from the struggle with the soldiers 
who’d abducted him. He remained quiet, waiting to hear what Dr. Gray had to 
say. 

“Jack here has been staying with me for some time now,” Dr. Gray began, 
“and though I’ve asked him repeatedly to tell me what he’d done with the Mark 
Five he stole, he very rudely refused to inform me that he had it sent to you. Or 


maybe you were there at the break-in?” 

Charles narrowed his eyes in confusion. 

Dr. Gray turned and glared at the sickly man. “That was very unhelpful of 
you, Dr. Goldstein,” he said. He looked back at Charles. “He also failed to 
inform me that it now works,” Dr. Gray went on. “Though perhaps he didn’t 
know about that—I’!l give him that much. But it does work, doesn’t it? Which is 
wonderful news. And that’s why you’re here.” 

Charles couldn’t understand what Dr. Gray was talking about. 

Dr. Gray stood up and clucked his tongue. “Testing the Chimera on 
children,” he mused. He paced a few steps, then looked over his glasses and 
down his nose at Charles, and said in a dark voice, “Even I wouldn’t do that.” 

Charles couldn’t listen to the nonsense any longer. “Victor, please,” he said. 
“T don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t seen the Mark Five in over 
ten years.” And then he nodded to indicate the two soldiers standing guard. 
“What’s going on here? What have you done to these people?” He glanced at the 
man next to him. “And what are you doing to Jack? He was your friend. We 
were your friends.” He shook his head and said firmly, “You need to let us go.” 

“T will, eventually,” Dr. Gray said with a laugh, and then looked up at his 
soldiers as if he was very pleased with his handiwork. 

“When?” asked Dr. Wilde. “Why are you keeping us here?” 

“T need your help,” said Dr. Gray simply. “And once I get it, you can leave. 
If you still want to, that is.” 

“There’s absolutely no way I’m helping you,” said Charles. He struggled 
against his ropes, but they held him tight. “You’re acting crazy,” he added, 
growing exasperated. “I won’t participate in the creation of more monsters like 
these. And I don’t have the Mark Five! So please—just let me go.” 

One of the guards snarled and started toward Charles, but Dr. Gray waved 
him back. “Watch it, Doctor,” he warned. “They don’t like it when you call them 
monsters.” He pulled a square paper from his lab coat pocket and strolled over to 
Charles’s side, holding it facedown on his chest to hide it. He bent slightly to 
peer into his former friend’s face. “How did you get it to work?” 

“What?” 

“The Mark Five, of course.” 

“I didn’t! And it’s not working, or Pd know. You’ve made a huge mistake, 
Victor.” Charles glared at Dr. Gray and struggled in the chair. “Let me go,” he 
said forcefully. 

Dr. Gray straightened. “Tell me!” he said louder. 


Charles seethed. “I’m telling you, it’s not in use! It’ll only work if I’m the 
one wearing it. Do you see it on me anywhere? No? Then it’s not working. So let 
me go!” Charles wrenched hard against the ropes, only managing to tighten 
them. He fell back against the chair, his mouth twitching with anger. 

Dr. Gray turned away and paced a few steps, thinking hard. Then he pivoted 
and stared, his eyes now void of emotion, his expression calculating, measuring 
each of the words Dr. Wilde had uttered. “It only works if you’re wearing it?” 
He gazed at Charles for an uncomfortably long time. And then his face began to 
clear. “Aha,” he said softly. He glanced at the photo he clutched, holding it like a 
precious tool. Then he crouched down and drew closer. “I get it now. You tied 
the device to your DNA. How clever.” 

“Yes, to protect it.” said Charles. “We used to care about safety. Remember 
those days? Now do you realize your mistake?” 

“Oh,” said Dr. Gray, “there’s no mistake. In fact, I can’t wait to see what 
other ideas you come up with as we work together.” He glanced at Dr. 
Goldstein, and then he grew the slightest bit wistful. “Like old times.” 

Dr. Wilde closed his eyes. “For the last time,” he said, “I won’t help you. 
Not for any price.” 

At that, a strange smile spread across Dr. Gray’s face. He stood up and gazed 
at the photo of the girl with the bracelet. “Oh yes, you will,” he said. He turned 
the photo around, and watched Dr. Wilde’s expression change dramatically. 
“You'll help me, or I’ll go after your dear little DNA-matching namesake next.” 
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CHAPTER 1 
The New Recruit 


It was the middle of May and school was out in Navarro Junction, but that fact 
barely registered with Kelly Parker. She’d made a risky decision to leave her old 
life after the spring-break disaster and join Dr. Victor Gray and his soldiers. She 
sat in the backseat of the white van as they sped along the California freeway, 
thinking about how much her life had changed in the past few weeks and trying 
not to feel anxious about the important task she was about to attempt. Trying not 
to think about everything that had gone wrong yesterday on her first mission. . . 
at SeaWorld. 

Kelly wasn’t used to failing. But she hadn’t anticipated how many problems 
she’d have using two of her device’s animal abilities at once. Remembering 
what had happened messed with Kelly’s head a little as she prepared for today’s 
challenge, but she couldn’t seem to stop. She knew how much concentration it 
took to manipulate her camouflage power to create its hypnotic effect—she 
should have foreseen the issue. And she should have objected to that kind of 
mission until she believed without any doubt that she could succeed. She ought 
to have told Dr. Gray that for her first task, maybe it would be better to go after 
DNA that didn’t involve dangerous water animals, or require her to use her 
dolphin swimming ability while simultaneously trying to use her cuttlefish 
hypnosis ability. 

Kelly’s face flushed in frustration and embarrassment. She had never 
enjoyed swimming, but she liked it even less now. She glanced up at Miko and 
Dr. Gray, who were in the front seat having a quiet conversation. Kelly hoped it 
wasn’t about what a failure she’d been. 

“Stop it,” Kelly chided herself under her breath. An accomplished actor, 
soccer player, and student, she’d never gotten good at any of those things by 
being negative. This was a challenge, and her competitive nature kicked in as 
usual. Today was a new day, and despite a few unsettling doubts after the 
SeaWorld incident, Kelly was feeling reasonably confident about this task. 
Because today they were visiting Safari Park, part of the San Diego Zoo, and 


staying far away from water. It was Kelly’s time to shine and prove to Dr. Gray 
that she could handle her abilities. And hopefully help erase yesterday from his 
mind. 

They parked. All three got out of the van and started toward the entrance. 

Beneath her clothes, Kelly wore her new camo-friendly bodysuit, which 
worked with her cuttlefish camouflage and allowed her entire body to fully blend 
into the environment whenever she needed or wanted to. Luckily, while the 
Mark Four’s animal abilities altered her body slightly whenever she was using 
them, it never permanently changed her appearance, like the Mark One had done 
to Miko and the rest of Dr. Gray’s soldiers. Kelly looked like an average almost- 
seventh grader visiting the zoo. Above average, she thought to herself with a 
smile. 

Kelly’s long blond hair was slicked back and secured at her neck. She 
walked assuredly alongside Dr. Gray, who was dressed like a civilian in jeans 
and a T-shirt instead of his usual lab coat. Miko was wearing her black bodysuit 
as usual, but with a shirt thrown over it as a disguise. And for the first time in 
public, at Kelly’s urging, Miko had daringly left her mask off, though she kept it 
with her in a bag in case she needed it. Instead, she wore a floppy sun hat to 
cover the fur that had taken the place of her human hair. The hat brim 
conveniently cast shadows over her slightly altered facial structure. She kept her 
bodysuit zipped up tight to cover the fur on her chin and neck. As a chimpanzee- 
human hybrid, Miko didn’t have much facial fur to draw attention to her like the 
others, but she still seemed a little nervous to be without the mask she’d worn in 
public for years. Although she was clearly happy, too. She bounced around the 
other two and ducked behind them when zoo visitors approached. And with the 
oversize hat, no one really seemed to notice her. People at the zoo were looking 
at the animals in their habitats and cages, not at other people . . . or at hybrids 
who could pass as an ordinary person. 

Once inside the Safari Park gates, the three squinted at the tall sign with 
arrows indicating the different parts of the zoo. “Condor Ridge,” said Miko, 
pointing at an arrow. “That’s the place we need. This way.” She bounded in that 
direction and almost hopped up to grab a tree branch along the walking path but 
stopped herself before too many people noticed her extreme enthusiasm. She 
slowed down and waited, bouncing on the balls of her feet, for Kelly and Dr. 
Gray to catch up. Kelly could tell Miko was trying to subdue her excitement, but 
her antics were drawing a bit of unwanted attention. The chimp woman looked 
guiltily at Dr. Gray and pulled her hat down farther over her eyes. 

Dr. Gray frowned but didn’t reprimand her. He was eager for this visit, too. 
In the past, when working for Talos Global with the other biologists, he’d had a 


large variety of animal DNA available to him whenever he’d needed it, without 
having to step foot outside the lab. Now all he had were the samples he’d already 
used on his soldiers over the years. To expand the collection, he and his soldiers 
had to gather the DNA the old-fashioned way, directly from the animals 
themselves, and they weren’t always easy to get. Over the past few weeks all 
he’d successfully gotten was a porcupine quill, which he had been planning to 
use for Braun’s upgrade. Plus a few other bits of animal DNA that he wanted for 
his own mysterious purposes. 

But there had been some failed attempts at collecting the important 
samples . . . like yesterday. He was angry at himself for expecting too much of 
the girl—he should have known better than to have her go for the shark right off 
the bat. But he’d let his excitement and Kelly’s self-assuredness get in the way 
of his better judgment. And, to be truthful, he was in a hurry. Without Zed to 
help him anymore, he needed every willing soldier he could find. Even the kid. 

Hopefully, today would be far easier for Kelly and she’d be able to procure 
new samples for Dr. Gray to use in his experiments. With any success, Miko 
would soon be a living, breathing chimera of sorts, having her DNA mixed with 
a second animal and bringing Dr. Gray one step closer to his ultimate goal. The 
three continued the lengthy walk up the path to the condor enclosure, all thinking 
about different aspects of the job before them. 

Miko spied a pair of the birds sitting a distance apart on a large rock inside 
the exhibit. She drew up against the enclosure and grimaced. “Their faces are so 
uuug-ly,” she muttered. “They’re even grosser in person. I really hope that part 
doesn’t transfer to me.” 

“I guess we’ ll find out eventually if it does,” said Dr. Gray lightly. 

Miko’s eyes bugged out. She turned to Dr. Gray, hoping he was teasing, but 
it was hard to tell. The soldiers hadn’t seen him in a good mood in a while. Not 
since before the other scientists—the real bad guys, according to Dr. Gray—had 
come along and started ruining things. Gray continued to feel uneasy about the 
other Project Chimera scientists, so things had remained tense. 

Kelly wasn’t paying attention to Miko and Dr. Gray’s discussion. She had 
other things on her mind, like clearing her thoughts to focus. Not messing up. 
And most important, trying to find the way into the habitat. As she took in the 
details of the enclosure, she spied some sort of horned goatlike animal inside. 
She also saw a sign for an ocelot. She wasn’t quite sure what an ocelot was, 
though from its picture, it looked like a cat-type creature. She hoped it wouldn’t 
attack her while she was busy with the condor. Kelly’s hands began to sweat, 
and she wiped them on her clothes and then ditched those for her suit. “You 
didn’t mention there were other animals in this section,” she muttered to Miko. 


“I didn’t know,” said Miko. “Sorry. But they seem . . . friendly.” 

“The sign says ocelots are carnivores,” Kelly said, “and I am made of meat.” 
She was annoyed but there was nothing she could do about it. She searched the 
area for a zoo worker. Finally, she spied one carrying a bucket and walking 
toward what looked like the entrance to the habitat. “You two stay here,” Kelly 
said in a low voice to Dr. Gray and Miko. “Let me do all the talking.” 

Dr. Gray put a hand on Kelly’s shoulder, like Coach Candy, Kelly’s soccer 
coach, used to do sometimes during a pep talk. “Just remain calm and don’t 
panic,” he told her. “You only have to use one ability this time. You shouldn’t 
have any problems.” 

Kelly grimaced. “I’m fine. Please . . . can you stop talking about . . . that? PI 
show you I can do this better than anyone.” She was one of the few people who 
didn’t seem to walk on eggshells around the doctor, and so far she’d been able to 
get away with telling him what she thought, at least when it came to her abilities. 
Maybe it was because her device had been made by a different scientist. Or 
perhaps it was because Kelly could do something unique that would really help 
Dr. Gray collect DNA faster—because things had been going agonizingly slowly 
until recently. They’d had to move the lab for the umpteenth time. Then Dr. 
Gray had struggled for weeks trying to repair the machine that he’d forced the 
other scientists to make, which had been smashed to pieces when Charlie and her 
friends broke in and rescued them. 

Whatever the reason, the man didn’t argue with Kelly and stayed back with 
Miko. 

Walking down to where the zoo worker was, Kelly clicked her bracelet to 
activate the cuttlefish camouflage. With each step her body slowly changed to 
green and brown, blending into the wood wall structure and foliage that lined the 
path to the enclosure. Nimbly she hopped over the chained-off area near the 
entrance to the habitat and concentrated for a moment until she could feel heat 
rise to her face and her skin begin to pulse. Then she beckoned to the zoo 
worker. “Excuse me,” Kelly called out. 

The woman looked up and almost didn’t see her at first. Then she frowned 
and started toward her. “You can’t be in here.” 

Soft waves of blue and white light rippled over Kelly’s face, moving in a 
steady, mesmerizing pattern and growing stronger with each wave as the woman 


approached. 
“This area is off-limits to park visitors,” the worker said, looking startled at 
Kelly’s strange appearance. “I’m sorry, miss. Are you . . .” The woman’s face 


slackened, and she fell silent for a moment. “Are you lost?” She didn’t move or 
look away. 


“No, I’m not lost.” Kelly smiled disarmingly as the woman stared at her. “I 
need to see the condors. I’m sure you understand.” 

The woman blinked a few times. The handle she was holding slipped from 
her fingers and the bucket clattered to the ground, unnoticed. She seemed to try 
to form words to object to Kelly’s request, but was having trouble. “No, I... ,” 
she said softly, “I can’t... .” 

“Yes, you can,” said Kelly in a soothing voice. “I need to see the condors 
now.” The light show on her face continued. “Just unlock the door and take me 
inside.” 

The woman hesitated, but Kelly stood confidently. A moment later the 
worker was fumbling for her keys, looking bewildered, but doing what was 
asked. Finally she opened the door. 

Kelly kept the waves of light pulsing over her skin as she went in after the 
woman. She looked around cautiously for the nearest condor, wanting to stay as 
close as possible to the exit in case anything unexpected happened. She located 
the ones they’d seen resting on the rocks nearby, and approached one of the huge 
birds. As she drew near, the zoo worker followed. Kelly gazed in awe at the 
condor’s size. The bird turned its ugly pink head and stared at her, but stayed 
where it was. Kelly, still pulsing, glanced around her. Out of the corner of her 
eye she noticed one of the horned sheepy-goat things about thirty yards away. 
She didn’t focus on it, knowing she needed to keep her concentration. She turned 
back to the condor, which seemed to be entranced by her now, too. “Hi, bird,” 
she said. “This will only hurt for a few seconds.” Slowly she reached out, 
cringed, then gripped a couple of feathers. They were bigger and coarser than 
she’d imagined. Quickly she yanked them from the condor’s wing and backed 
up a few steps. 

The condor hissed and rose, spreading its dark wings wide and showing a 
stripe of white underneath. Each wing was longer than she was tall—the span 
was enormous. Kelly felt her heart pounding. She reminded herself that her 
research said condors don’t attack prey. Then she saw the sheepy-goat coming 
closer. She had a moment of panic and clicked her device to deploy her platypus 
spikes on her heels, just in case it charged. Thankfully the condor settled again, 
and the horned creature got distracted by something in the dirt and stopped to eat 
it. 

Kelly blew out a deep breath. She slipped the feathers into a clear plastic 
pouch and put it in her waist pack. Slowly she turned away, checking to see how 
many of the zoo visitors had noticed her. She might have to do some mind 
control on the way out, too. Miko was still standing by the cage but not looking 
straight at Kelly for fear of being hypnotized. The chimp woman’s fingers curled 


around the railing, as if it was all she could do not to climb up the cage and start 
swinging on the enclosure netting. 

Kelly kept the pulsing going. She reached the door with the zoo worker 
walking complacently alongside her. “Thank you,” Kelly said as she went out. 
“You’ll forget about me in a minute. Okay?” 

The woman looked troubled, but nodded. “Okay,” she said. 

Kelly smiled, then began walking toward the crowds. She broke her 
concentration and let the hypnotic pulses fade. Her body returned to its nearly 
invisible camouflage state as she blended into the rocky background. She clicked 
off her platypus spikes. Then she clicked off the cuttlefish ability. Kelly 
appeared to emerge from the wall looking quite normal again. A few people 
close by watched her with puzzled looks, but they didn’t do or say anything— 
they’d been close enough to have fallen under the mesmerizing spell too. Kelly 
rejoined her companions and handed the plastic pouch to Dr. Gray, who swiftly 
slid it into his pocket. 

“Well done,” the scientist quietly praised, though he was glancing around 
carefully and turning to leave. “That went smoothly.” 

“T told you I could do it.” 

“Yes, you did. I’m thrilled. A definite success.” 

“That was great, Kelly,” said Miko. “You were such a pro.” 

“Thanks,” said Kelly, puffing up from the praise as they moved swiftly away 
from the attraction. “I’ve gotten really good at hypnotizing,” she said, 
impassioned. Now that she’d succeeded, she felt a sudden need to explain what 
had gone wrong yesterday. “You see, I just hadn’t ever had a chance to practice 
swimming and hypnotizing at once. I guess . . . I thought I could do it.” 

“This mission was a much better one to start with,” said Dr. Gray. 

“Yeah,” said Kelly. “At least it wasn’t in a shark-infested pool this time, 
right?” She fell in step with Dr. Gray, feeling a fresh surge of confidence now 
that she’d managed this task without a hitch. 

“The setting today was much improved,” agreed Dr. Gray, and Miko nodded 
behind them. 

Relieved, Kelly glanced at Dr. Gray a bit sheepishly. “Look,” she said, “I’m 
sorry we got kicked out of SeaWorld before we could go in search of that 
jellyfish you’re looking for. Hopefully Cyke and Prowl are having better luck 
finding it today.” Cyke, a horse hybrid, and Prowl, a leopard hybrid, were two of 
Dr. Gray’s other prized soldiers. “This job was a cinch compared to the shark 
incident.” 

“Tt’s not your fault,” said Dr. Gray, beginning to sound a bit impatient. “I 
made a mistake in judgment yesterday. I should have had you start with this, 


clearly the easier job. But I was overeager for the shark DNA. I’ve wanted to 
experiment with it for so long, but hadn’t been able to obtain a sample until you 
came along—the Mark Four’s abilities are perfect for that kind of predator.” He 
frowned. “I let my eagerness overrule my hesitations.” 

“Besides,” Miko added, “nobody thought that you’d actually need to go into 
the pool, you know.” 

Dr. Gray grimaced and shook his head, like the whole thing had been a 
cluster of mishaps and mistakes. “Just forget about it. We’ll try again at another 
aquarium when you’re ready, Kelly. For now, with what you’ve accomplished, 
Miko will soon be able to get her condor wings. And... ,” he said, pressing his 
lips into a small smirk, “her pink bald head.” 

“Ugh, no!” said Miko, hopping along, but it was clear she enjoyed seeing Dr. 
Gray lighten up a bit for once. “Now you’re just being mean, teasing me like 
that.” She stayed close to Kelly, still careful to keep her face hidden, then said 
abruptly, “What time is it? Do you want me to tell Cyke we’re finished here, and 
we'll be on our way shortly to pick them up? Are they just going to meet us in 
the SeaWorld parking lot since Kelly is banned for life?” 

Kelly rolled her eyes and elbowed the chimp woman, half-annoyed and half- 
embarrassed that Miko brought up that part again. But then she chuckled 
reluctantly. “Kelly Parker. Banned from SeaWorld. It’s kind of funny, isn’t it?” 

“Kind of inconvenient is more like it,” said Dr. Gray matter-of-factly. “But it 
won’t be too hard to find shark DNA elsewhere, and with you being a child... 
well, you’re much less suspicious-looking.” 

Miko patted Kelly’s shoulder reassuringly. “It would have gone flawlessly if 
you hadn’t hit the trainer ladder. That’s what made you lose your concentration, 
wasn’t it?” 

“T suppose,” muttered Kelly. 

Dr. Gray gave a rude snort of laughter as they walked, as if he were 
remembering the scene. Reluctantly Kelly had to admit that the part where the 
aquarium workers hauled her out of the shark pool must have been quite a sight 
to witness. 

The doctor soon became preoccupied and thoughtful again. “I imagine Dr. 
Sharma chose to use the cuttlefish for the Mark Four because of its amazing 
camouflage ability. You were clever to realize how to take full advantage of that 
power by replicating the animal’s hypnotic pulsating ability. That kind of 
ingenuity is valuable to me. How did you know you could do it? Did Dr. Sharma 
tell you?” 

Kelly beamed from the rare compliment. “I don’t know what Dr. Sharma 
meant to do with the cuttlefish ability. She never said anything to me. When I 


originally read about it in the Project Chimera papers and tried it out the first 
time, I thought all I could do was camouflage. Even when I went to L.A. to be 
on LIVE, TONIGHT, I didn’t know the ability could expand to hypnosis or I 
would have used it then to get that creepy host to let go of me.” She frowned a 
moment, remembering, then shook her head slightly. “It wasn’t until I was on 
the bus ride back to Arizona that I started studying more about cuttlefish. That’s 
when I found out they can use that camouflage technique not only to hide, but 
also to mesmerize their prey. I figured I should at least give it a shot, so I 
practiced when the lady next to me fell asleep—I used the camera on my phone 
to see if I could get the pulsating-stripe thing going. Once the lady woke up, I 
tried it on her and it sort of worked. She was really confused at least. Enough for 
me to know there was something to it.” 

“PII bet she was freaked out,” said Miko with a chimpy laugh. The walkway 
they were on rejoined the main road that would take them to the exit. 

“Anyway,” Kelly continued, “after I joined your team, I knew I had to do 
something to keep my parents from worrying about me, and everyone at school 
from looking for me. So I kept practicing while you guys were searching for a 
place to go next. I managed to hypnotize Mega in the backseat of the van.” Kelly 
snorted. “But don’t say anything; I never told her. I was really nervous to use it 
on my teachers, but when it worked on Mr. Anderson, who knows me better than 
practically anyone, I knew it could actually work on my parents, too. And it did. 
They .. .” Her expression flickered. “They pretty much forgot all about me.” 


CHAPTER 2 
Deep Thoughts 


After Kelly had visited the school the first time with her hypnotic plans, she’d 
realized that convincing Mr. Anderson she didn’t exist would only cause a stir 
with the students—there was no way she could have hypnotized everyone in her 
school and life to think that. So she’d gone back and rehypnotized him and the 
rest of the faculty to believe she’d moved away instead. But her parents—she’d 
had to make them forget. There was no other way to do it. 

It hadn’t been hard to convince them to forget about her either, which 
bothered Kelly a little. She thought she’d have to work on them a few times... 
but no. She scowled and tried to rid her thoughts of home and her former life. 
Sure, it was a bummer that she missed being in the school musical—hopefully 
whoever had gotten the lead hadn’t messed it up too badly. But she didn’t miss 
the drama of her parents fighting. She didn’t miss that whenever they weren’t 
yelling at her they mostly ignored her. Skipping out on their messy divorce 
process was actually kind of convenient. It was a relief to leave that stress 
behind. 

This life using her animal abilities was more the style Kelly craved—where 
she could take the spotlight. Be important and do things nobody else could do. 
And have people appreciate her, like Dr. Gray did. Obviously, Kelly knew he 
wasn’t perfect—far from it. After all, he’d done some pretty bad things to Mac 
Barnes, but Dr. Gray had told her that was all because of a big misunderstanding 
with Charlie’s bracelet. And sure, he’d kept Charlie’s dad and the other scientists 
in his lab when they didn’t want to be there. But Dr. Gray had explained that 
he’d really needed their help to proceed with his amazing work—which was top 
secret kind of stuff for the government, he’d told her. And those other scientists 
had been the ones trying to stop him, so didn’t that make them the bad guys? 
Kelly didn’t really know much about them, other than the fact that none of this 
weird stuff started happening until Charlie’s family moved in. And Dr. Sharma 
and Ms. Sabbith had tried to take Kelly’s device away. So they did seem 
suspicious. 


Anyway, now that Dr. Gray had fixed the machine they’d all built together, 
he’d turned his full attention to his work and was back to being super focused on 
finding the right combination of animals to make the ultimate chimera. 

Besides, this science experiment was exciting. Better and more important 
than the kinds of things Kelly had done in school. She liked being a part of it. 
And unlike the other scientists, Dr. Gray didn’t want to take her bracelet—he 
wanted her to use it! His trust in her made her feel important and necessary in 
ways she’d never felt before. Hypnotizing zoo and aquarium workers so she 
could grab DNA from the animals? Okay, so that part felt a little bit wrong, but 
Kelly wasn’t trying to harm anyone. And it was for a good cause. It seemed like 
such a small sacrifice for these people to make, especially since they wouldn’t 
remember it anyway. Kelly was sure they’d be happy they’d helped to advance 
science if they ever found out what Dr. Gray was doing. And for Kelly 
personally, acting in this powerful role was like being the star of a new show 
every day. It was thrilling and a little dangerous. While the soldiers had been 
skeptical of her at first because she was just a kid, Kelly had been respectful, and 
they’d come to accept her. And Dr. Gray was on her side. She could control 
people and animals to her heart’s content without anyone judging or looking 
down on her. 

She frowned. Control most animals, anyway. That shark at SeaWorld hadn’t 
fallen under her spell, and the whole experience had been a nightmare. And if 
she was being honest, while Kelly loved having abilities in general, she didn’t 
totally love her bracelet’s specific abilities. If it had been up to her, she would 
have picked different ones. Even though the Mark Four had been designed using 
water animals, that didn’t mean Kelly liked the water any more now than she 
had before. Not to mention sharks were just plain scary, no matter how fast 
Kelly could swim now. 

As the three of them continued toward the zoo exit, Kelly thought about how 
things had gone down the previous day. The plan had been for her to sneak into 
the shark enclosure and lean over the edge of the pool to try to hypnotize a 
swimming shark so it would stay close by and give Kelly an opportunity to 
swipe its skin with a special tool. No big deal . . . if you forget about the teeth. 
And it had started off all right, but then everything had gone wrong. Some 
workers had seen her and rushed in, and Kelly couldn’t hypnotize them fast 
enough—not while trying to get the sample, too. They’d lunged at her, and Kelly 
had panicked. She’d wanted that shark DNA and wasn’t about to leave without 
it. So she’d yanked herself away from the workers and had fallen into the pool. 

Her dolphin ability had kicked in, and so had her freak-out mode: was she 
about to get eaten? But Kelly wasn’t going to go down without a fight. She’d 


decided that chasing the shark was a better idea than being chased by it, so she’d 
done just that. Following a shark around and trying to scrape its skin while not 
getting attacked or caught by the aquarium workers had been ridiculous. When 
the shark noticed her, it turned sharply and came after her. She’d tried to get 
away and bonked into the ladder, and in the end, she’d failed. But she hadn’t 
gotten eaten, so there was that. 

Dr. Gray wasn’t mad at her, but Kelly had unfortunately made such a big 
scene in the shark pool that she’d been kicked out of the park. For life. 

Ugh. She still hated the water. “You know,” she blurted out as she, Dr. Gray, 
and Miko neared the Safari Park exit, “I’d easily trade the dolphin ability for 
something else someday.” Doing anything underwater would probably never be 
something Kelly would outright enjoy. If she hung around Dr. Gray long 
enough, maybe he would give her some new powers. If he was going to give 
each of the soldiers new abilities, why not her? 

“You might like it more once you get some practice,” said Miko. 

“Maybe,” said Kelly with a sigh. 

“Now that the lab’s set up,” said Miko, “and Dr. Gray has a couple samples 
to start working on, we could have some downtime. Pll take you swimming. 
You know? So you can practice using multiple abilities at once before you try 
going for the shark DNA again. We should have thought of that before. If Zed 
were still here, she would have.” 

Dr. Gray frowned. Talking about Zed, the panther hybrid, had been a tender 
subject with him. She’d been a fellow biologist from all the way back in his 
Talos Global days—an original member of Project Chimera. She’d made the 
Mark Two, and had been his most faithful ally and the very first test subject with 
his Mark One. And now she’d left without a word. It had shaken up the team a 
bit. Dr. Gray had even stayed hidden in the Phoenix area for a few extra days 
hoping she’d come back, or at least make contact through the communication 
system that was built into her suit. All the soldiers had tried talking to her since 
then, but not even Miko—who Kelly learned was the nicest of the pack—could 
get Zed to respond. Still, every now and then Miko made another attempt. “You 
never know,” she would always say. “Zed might change her mind and come 
back. I’m not giving up on her.” 

They exited the zoo and entered the parking lot unhindered, and when she 
was sure they were out of earshot of anyone else, Kelly turned to Dr. Gray and 
tried again. “So now that we have the condor DNA for Miko, could we search 
for something to add to my device?” 

Dr. Gray’s expression clouded. He didn’t answer at first. Then he muttered, 
“We’ll see about something for you eventually.” He hesitated, then added, “But 


even after I’ve had the chance to create Miko’s formula, the others are still 
patiently waiting for their second abilities. And you already have four. Trust me, 
I have a method here that I’m trying to follow.” 

“You have Braun’s porcupine DNA already.” 

“True,” said Dr. Gray, wincing a little as he remembered how he’d gotten it. 
“But I’ve barely just finished fixing the machine. And there’s a lot more DNA 
we still need to gather. I have a great deal of work ahead of me.” He paused, 
then reminded them that Zed had thrown a wrench into his plans. “Twice as 
much work as I’d expected to have to do.” 

“Oh. Right.” Kelly stared at the ground as they walked. She sighed deeply. 

Dr. Gray glanced at her. “I really value the gifts you bring to the team,” he 
said carefully. “So please don’t be upset—you will definitely be rewarded . . . in 
the end. I’m just not quite there yet in the process. I—I want you to have... 
something special.” 

Miko’s expression flickered. 

Kelly frowned. Was he talking about the formula for his perfect chimera? 
How long would that take? After a minute she said, “I don’t see why we can’t 
try out one of these new animals on me while you’re testing them on the others 
anyway. It wouldn’t take much extra time to inject the formula into my bracelet, 
would it?” 

“That’s not how it works.” Dr. Gray sighed loudly, as if annoyed. “And let’s 
not forget you have plenty to work on with your current abilities first.” 

Kelly’s face burned. She dropped the subject and got into the van, brooding 
about things. It was moments like these that made her unsure about her decision 
to join this team. But her uncertainty flickered and mostly went away. Kelly 
settled into the backseat and mused about how she’d gotten to this place where 
acting and looking like animals was normal. There was no turning back now. 

Obviously, the whole chimera thing was awesome. And getting to work on a 
secret project that the government trusted Dr. Gray to do made Kelly feel pretty 
special. But sometimes . . . well, the experiment sounded a little weird. 
Especially when Kelly spent a lot of time thinking about it as she was now, stuck 
in the van in Southern California traffic with no cell phone to play with. And she 
still didn’t quite understand everything. Like, why did the government want Gray 
to do this? Just to see what would happen? Just to say they’d done something no 
other country had? Is that what scientists lived for? Or did they expect to have to 
actually use this ultimate chimera to fight off some other enemy? 

Kelly still wasn’t quite sure how she felt each time she learned something 
new about Dr. Gray’s progress—there were moments when it almost seemed 
like he was planning something bigger than what he was telling her and Miko 


and the other soldiers. But Miko seemed to be fine with everything. She, like the 
other soldiers, was obviously willing to be involved in this. And Kelly generally 
took her cues from her, the one she had grown to trust the most. 

Not to mention Dr. Gray had said he had a method he was trying to follow. 
Kelly understood methods—she used them for acting. She’d used them in 
soccer, too. They worked. She respected methods and found it strangely 
comforting to know Dr. Gray had a way of doing things. That he wasn’t 
haphazardly trying to create these chimeras. It made him seem disciplined. And 
less . . . insane. 

Not that he was insane, Kelly thought hastily. She was sure he wasn’t. Pretty 
sure, anyway. He just . . . seemed less so when he was talking sense. Talking 
about methods. Like . . . a teacher might. 

Kelly shifted in the backseat and stared out the window, not really seeing 
anything out there, but wrapped up in her thoughts. She had a method here, too, 
she realized. Collect DNA to prove her value. Wait for the reward. Find fame 
and make it stick this time. After that she could kiss Dr. Gray good-bye if she 
wanted to. But she was still on step one. For now, the more DNA Kelly could 
gather for the team, the more valuable she’d be. And the closer Dr. Gray would 
get to creating the perfect chimera formula for the government. Hopefully Kelly 
would get her promised reward too, somewhere along the way. And then she 
could be one of the strongest, most powerful people in the world. She’d break 
the freaking internet with her awesomeness. 

As Miko drove onto the interstate on-ramp heading back to Sea World and 
Dr. Gray studied some papers on his lap in the passenger seat, Kelly closed her 
eyes to meditate. She never noticed the SUV zipping past them, loaded with 
suitcases and three twelve-year-olds chattering noisily in the backseat, heading 
for a week-long vacation. 

But someone in that vehicle did notice the familiar old white van. 


CHAPTER 3 
A Break from Reality 


“Was that . . . ?” said Charlie Wilde softly, twisting around in the backseat of 
the Barnes family SUV. “No. It couldn’t have been.” She peered over the 
suitcases. Her two companions turned to look. Charlie pointed at a white van 
behind them moving slowly in the more congested right-lane traffic. It was soon 
hidden behind a couple of buses and a semitrailer truck as Mac’s mom, Claudia, 
slipped into the commuter lane and zoomed ahead. 

“T don’t know,” said Maria Torres, one of Charlie’s best friends. “I didn’t get 
a good look.” 

“That was it, all right,” muttered Mac, who’d spent some time tied up in the 
back of it. “I’d recognize that van anywhere.” 

“So this is where they went?” asked Maria. 

Charlie held a finger to her lips and glanced at Mac’s parents in the front 
seat. Then she leaned in and whispered, “Ms. Sabbith tracked their license plate 
to the Arizona-California border, but then she lost the trail. She’s still trying to 
find them. Pll text her that we spotted the van.” She kept her voice low. “Do you 
think Dr. Gray saw us? Is he following us?” Charlie was confused. And while 
she was always on the lookout for soldiers in black bodysuits, the white van, and 
the awful Dr. Gray, she never expected to catch sight of them in such a random 
place as this. 

The kids hadn’t seen any sign of soldiers or danger since Gray had packed up 
his lab and left Navarro Junction, taking Kelly with them. But the arrogant 
biologist had foolishly spilled some details to Mrs. Wilde and the kids when he 
thought he’d had them beat. He and his hybrid soldiers were secretly trying to 
change everyone in the world into chimeras. And Charlie’s dad and his fellow 
scientists were working just as hard and even more secretly to stop them. 

“He’s probably forgotten about us by now,” said Maria, but she bit her lip 
anxiously anyway and glanced at her bare right wrist, where her Mark Two 
device used to be. She didn’t have possession of it at the moment—Dr. Nubia 
Jakande, also known as Zed to Dr. Gray’s team, was trying to fix it. 


In the time since Nubia had left Dr. Gray and joined their side, she’d already 
managed to change Maria back to normal. It was a huge relief for Maria because 
she no longer had to worry about turning into a weremonkey at inopportune 
times anymore. The task, though time-consuming, had seemed simple enough. 
All Nubia needed was some of Maria’s old, unaltered DNA—which they 
collected from a hairbrush—to concoct a formula that changed her back. But 
now Dr. Jakande had to reconfigure the Mark Two so that same problem didn’t 
happen again the next time Maria put it on, which was a great deal harder. At the 
same time, the scientists were designing a few other improvements to the 
bracelets to help protect the kids in case they ended up needing to fight Dr. 
Gray’s soldiers again. 

Not having the bracelet left Maria vulnerable and unable to train, and she felt 
a little lost without it. She looked out the back window again. “That dude makes 
me nervous.” 

Mac saw Maria’s worried expression. “I hear you,” he said, noting the right 
lanes had slowed to a crawl. “But they’re stuck way back there. And they’ll 
never find us, if they even saw us in the first place. Besides, Charlie and I have 
your back.” The silver Mark Three device shone on his arm—Dr. Goldstein had 
been planning to upgrade it too, but let Mac keep it while he did the prep work. 
And Charlie’s old Mark Five was back on her wrist while she waited for her 
father to put the finishing touches on the Mark Six—which would have her 
DNA tied to it instead of his. 

“T just don’t like being anywhere near those soldiers without my bracelet,” 
said Maria. 

“Don’t worry,” said Charlie. “Remember, Dr. Sharma told us that the bad 
guys have everything they need now, so they don’t have any reason to come 
after us. They’ve moved on and they’re not even thinking about us. We should 
be safe until we’re ready to go after them.” 

As Mrs. Barnes began crossing lanes again to get to their exit, Mr. Barnes 
half turned in the front passenger seat. “What are you kids playing?” he asked. 
“Tt sounds interesting.” 

Charlie froze. Maria looked sharply at Mac. 

“Um,” said Mac, clearly realizing that his dad had heard them talking and 
assumed they were playing some sort of game. “It’s a new one.” He lifted his 
iPad and waved it a little, making sure his dad didn’t see the screen. “Oh, what’s 
it called again, Charlie?” 

Charlie laughed nervously. “It’s, um...” 

“Tt’s a sci-fi adventure game,” Maria said smoothly. “An evil scientist wants 
to take over the world and turn everybody into...uh...” She hesitated and 


gave Mac a look. 

“Chimeras,” Mac blurted out, then cringed but kept going. “And. . . we’re 
trying to defeat him.” 

“That’s a cool concept,” said Mr. Barnes. “A chimera—that’s one of those 
mythical creatures, right? Some kind of combination of—” 

Mrs. Barnes put her hand on her husband’s arm, interrupting him as she took 
the exit and slowed for a red light. “Help me with the directions here, will you? 
We want SeaWorld car parking.” 

Mr. Barnes turned to face the front and pointed out the huge sign indicating 
SeaWorld Drive ahead. “Pretty sure we’ll find it eventually if we take this 
street,” he said. “We’ve only been here five times before.” 

“Don’t get cocky,” Mac’s mom warned, though there was laughter in her 
voice. “I’ve got too many other thoughts crowding my mind to keep directions to 
SeaWorld in there. You are free to drive if you don’t want to navigate.” 

Mr. Barnes grinned. “Sorry, honey.” He studied the GPS and pointed to a 
spot on the screen. “Yep, just keep going this way. Avoid the tour bus lane.” 

Crisis averted, the kids sat back and breathed again. Charlie sent a group text 
to the other two. “Great idea. Now we can use the game as an excuse if we get 
caught talking about this stuff again.” 

“Sorry I said chimera,” Mac replied. “It just came out. Oops.” 

“Tt’s fine,” Maria wrote back. “It’s not like anybody would ever expect this 
to be happening in real life.” 

“Good point,” said Charlie. “May as well keep the story close to the truth— 
then we can talk about it without worrying about messing up. Should we come 
up with a name for this game in case Mac’s dad asks again?” 

“Yeah,” said Mac. “If I know my dad, he’ll definitely ask again.” 

They dropped their phones in their laps and thought about it, trying to come 
up with a good name as Mrs. Barnes pulled in to the correct SeaWorld lot and 
followed the flag-waving parking attendant’s directions. Soon the kids were 
straining to catch a glimpse of the attractions out the window, forgetting about 
names. The top of a water ride was visible from the car. 

“Look!” cried Charlie, who’d never been to California before, much less this 
park. “This is so freaking exciting! I can’t believe we get to do something new 
every day this week.” 

Finally Mrs. Barnes parked the vehicle and everybody piled out, anxious to 
get moving. 

As the kids ran ahead of Mr. and Mrs. Barnes toward the entrance, Mac 
grabbed the other two. “Hey, Maria, Charlie, I’ve got it,” he said excitedly. “A 
name for our fake game. We can call it Clash of Beasts. It sounds just like a 


game I’d play online.” 

Maria and Charlie quickly agreed to it. 

By the time they reached the attractions, the white van had vanished from 
their minds. They never expected it to pull into the SeaWorld parking lot fifteen 
minutes behind them. 


CHAPTER 4 
Supernormal 


Mac’s parents let the kids go off on their own, which was an exciting 
development for them in a theme park. Mac took the lead. “Can we go to Ocean 
Explorer first, then Orca Encounter?” he asked. “They’re both pretty new and I 
haven’t done them yet.” 

“Mac goes to SeaWorld almost every year,” Maria explained to Charlie. “He 
knows his way around this place like it’s his neighborhood.” 

“T figured that out already,” said Charlie. She and Maria almost had to jog to 
keep up with him. 

The Ocean Explorer realm was right near the park entrance, so they hopped 
in line for the Submarine Quest ride. While they waited, they talked quietly 
about how Dr. Jakande was coming along with Maria’s bracelet. They were 
hoping the biologist would be done fixing the problem by the time they got 
home from this trip. 

“My dad said they’re planning to add tracking and communication 
capabilities to our devices,” said Charlie. “They’re going to test everything out 
on Maria’s device this week, and maybe the Mark Six if all goes well.” 

“When will they work on mine?” asked Mac. 

“Soon I guess,” said Charlie with a shrug. “Same with the Five.” She flashed 
her wrist. “My parents wanted me to hold on to this for now, just in case I 
needed it for anything.” 

“Getting some extra safety features is cool,” said Maria. The line moved, and 
she glanced around uneasily. 

“What are you looking for?” asked Mac. 

“Pm not sure,” she said. “Nothing, I guess. I’m just feeling weird after 
seeing the van.” 

“T’m sure it’s long gone by now.” Mac shrugged and turned back to Charlie. 
“The scientists are still going to give us new abilities like you’re getting with the 
Mark Six, right? Have they decided on the animals for them yet?” 

“They’ve been talking about it a lot,” said Charlie. “I’ve been dying to tell 


you, actually, but wanted to wait until we had some privacy away from your 
parents.” 

“Tell us what?” asked Mac. 

Charlie leaned in. “Last night I hung out with the adults as they were 
discussing options. And my dad turned and asked me if we had any ideas for 
animal abilities! So I played it cool and said I’d ask you.” 

“Seriously?” asked Maria, gripping Charlie’s arm. 

Charlie nodded. “I don’t know if they were just being nice or if they really 
meant it. And maybe they’ll have decided by the time we get home. But it 
wouldn’t hurt to do some research in case they ask again.” 

“That’s so cool!” said Mac, whipping out his cell phone to start the search 
immediately. 

The line continued to move surprisingly swiftly. As they chatted about 
animals, Maria and Charlie turned the research into a game, trying to guess 
which animals they each would add to their devices if they could. But they 
hadn’t narrowed down the options at all before they were next in line. 

Once they climbed into a mini submarine, the conversation became all about 
the sea life around them. The ride took them underwater through ocean habitats. 
They saw crabs, which reminded them of Morph—she was one of Dr. Gray’s 
hybrid soldiers they’d fought who had a supersonic crab-claw punch. She had a 
second ability, a chameleon’s, to camouflage herself as well. 

A huge octopus came up to the glass, which made Charlie grateful that Gray 
hadn’t tried to make a hybrid with that animal yet—she wasn’t sure how 
dangerous octopuses were, but they looked . . . sneaky. And like they had really 
big brains. Not to mention all those arms. 

Next they went through a segment of the ride that had tons of clear jellyfish 
with brightly colored insides. There were hundreds of them, in all sizes, some 
almost too small to notice. 

Soon the ride was over. When they exited their submarine, thinking about 
standing in line for it again, a flash of black caught Charlie’s eye. She turned in 
the crowded merchandise area and thought she saw someone in a black bodysuit 
moving through the far end, near the jellyfish tank. Charlie gasped and grabbed 
Maria’s sleeve. “Look,” she said in a low voice. “Is that Cyke?” 

He was far away. Maria squinted. “I don’t see him.” 

“T could have sworn it was him,” said Charlie, though she doubted herself. 
“Then again, I think I see soldiers everywhere.” She laughed uneasily. “Am I 
losing it?” 

“Probably,” said Mac with a grin. “I know we saw their van, but what would 
they be doing here? Maybe their new lab is around here somewhere.” His grin 


faded. “Oh, wait. Between the zoo and SeaWorld, San Diego has all sorts of 
animals.” 

Charlie’s eyes widened. “And my dad said that Dr. Gray probably doesn’t 
have access to animal DNA from a lab like we do, so...” 

“So it sorta makes sense that they’d have to . . . collect it,” said Mac. 
“Themselves.” 

“Yes,” said Maria thoughtfully, “Pl bet you’re right. How else is Dr. Gray 
going to make his ultimate chimera?” 

“Exactly,” said Charlie, edging for the door. “Come on. Let’s figure out 
where Cyke went.” Charlie started jogging in the direction of where she’d seen 
the soldier, and the other two followed. As they moved through the crowds, 
Charlie spoke over her shoulder in a low voice. “The scientists said Dr. Gray is 
probably going to be doing more experiments on his soldiers, trying out different 
variations like he’s already started doing with Morph and Fang. They think he’ll 
be doing that until he figures out what the perfect combination is.” She slid 
through the crowd, with Maria and Mac right behind. 

They sneaked around the back side of the attraction and could see into an 
area enclosed by a chain-link fence. On the door was a sign that read Employees 
Only. Through the links they spotted a line of doors on the building with signs 
on them that apparently led to the control rooms for the various sea-life habitats 
within. 

At first the friends didn’t see anyone wandering around inside the fenced-in 
area except a landscaping crew laying fresh mulch along a sidewalk. But then 
Mac pointed at one of the doors on the building a few hundred feet away. It 
stood ajar. 

Maria glanced at the fence door with the Employees Only sign on it and saw 
that it was unlocked, probably so that the landscapers could get in and out. 
“Come on,” she said. She looked over her shoulder, then opened the door, and 
the three of them went inside. 

Someone on the landscaping crew looked up and saw the kids. He started 
toward them, saying something in Spanish and trying to get them to leave the 
area. Maria had a conversation with him, though. After a minute, the man 
shrugged and went back to what he was doing. 

Maria turned to Charlie and Mac. “Come on,” she said, and beckoned them 
toward the ajar door. When they were out of earshot of the landscapers, she 
explained, “I asked if anyone else had come back here wearing black bodysuits. 
He said yes. He thinks they’re divers or animal trainers. I told him we are at a 
kids’ summer camp, and we’re supposed to shadow them.” 

“That was quick thinking,” Charlie said. 


“Come on,” said Maria. “They’re back here in the jellyfish section.” 

They went up to the open door. Charlie shielded her eyes from the sun and 
peered into the crack. When her sight had adjusted well enough to see inside the 
room, she spotted a uniformed zoo employee lying on the floor, unconscious. 
She covered her mouth and held back a gasp, then spied a built-in ladder and 
looked up. Cyke and Prowl were standing on it, way at the top of the aquarium. 
Cyke was reaching into the water with a net. Charlie’s bracelet grew warm on 
her wrist. 

Quickly she stepped away and told Maria and Mac what she’d just seen. “Do 
you think we should go after them?” 

“They’re obviously doing something sneaky,” said Maria, “and they already 
hurt one of the workers in there. But I don’t have a bracelet right now, so I 
wouldn’t be able to help you much.” 

“Yeah,” said Mac, looking anxious. “Do we really want to get involved? 
They’re not doing anything to us. I think we should get out of here and tell 
someone in charge at the park. And then hide. The soldiers don’t need to know 
we’re the narcs—they probably don’t even suspect we’re here. Who knows how 
many of them are around? Cyke and Prowl could call for backup with their little 
walkie-talkie buttons on their suits. And without Maria being able to change into 
a weremonkey, we’d have a tough time trying to take them all on.” 

Charlie stared at him, confused. It seemed so unlike Mac to want to run 
away. 

Mac saw her look, then said with a cringe, “And just imagine explaining this 
to my parents.” 

“Oh no,” said Maria, impassioned. “You’re right. We can’t let your parents 
find out. It’ Il ruin everything.” 

“Good point,” said Charlie, a bit reluctantly. She didn’t want Mr. and Mrs. 
Barnes to find out anything about what they were doing—it could wreck their 
plans to stop Dr. Gray. She took one more look as Cyke scooped awkwardly at 
some jellyfish, then turned away. “Okay. Let’s go get them in trouble.” 

They went back the way they came, past the landscapers and out the gate. 
They rounded the building and exited the ride area, and went to the nearby park 
entrance. Two male and one female security officers were standing there 
chatting. 

“Excuse me,” said Maria. Charlie and Mac stood behind. 

“What’s up?” said one of the men. 

“There are some strange men in black bodysuits trying to catch jellyfish. 
They went around the back of that building.” Maria pointed to the Ocean 
Explorer ride. “Two of them. One is really big and the other one is smaller 


and... slinkier.” 

“Hmm. Bodysuits?” said the officer. 

The female guard looked concerned. “Like yesterday with the sharks?” she 
said to the first guy. 

“What?” He seemed confused. “I was off yesterday.” 

“We had an incident in the shark habitat with some perps wearing 
bodysuits,” she explained, annoyed. “Read your updates. Something weird is 
going on. Let’s go check it out.” 

The man frowned. “Right. Thanks for reporting it, kids.” He and the woman 
set off, leaving the second man still standing there. 

Maria, Charlie, and Mac glanced at one another, the same question on their 
faces. Charlie looked at the remaining guard. “What happened yesterday with 
the sharks?” she asked. 

“Hmm?” He scrutinized the kids, then shrugged. “Oh, some girl managed to 
get around the blockades to the edge of the shark pool. When the workers went 
up to her to get her out of the restricted area, she jumped into the tank. She 
started swimming around, chasing a shark. It was nuts.” 

“A girl?” asked Maria. 

“Yeah. Some girl about your height wearing a bodysuit, probably trying to 
look like a trainer. We hauled her outta the pool. Kicked her butt to the curb. 
People are stupid.” The guard turned away, keeping watch over the attraction 
entrance and now and then glancing in the direction of where his coworkers had 
gone. 

Charlie, Mac, and Maria exchanged glances. They retreated, making a 
beeline toward a shaded area where they could hide and talk quietly behind some 
palm trees and a souvenir cart but still see the entrance to Ocean Explorer. 

“Do you think that girl in the shark tank was Kelly?” Mac asked the other 
two once they had their stakeout under way. 

“Could be,” said Maria. “Or one of the soldiers.” 

“Pll bet it was Kelly,” said Charlie. “She’s the only one who has water 
abilities.” 

“As far as we know,” Mac reminded her. 

They waited. Charlie’s device remained warm, and she checked it quickly, 
seeing the cheetah lit up. Now that she’d gotten the device out of defense mode, 
where it had been stuck for weeks, Charlie could click the buttons to manually 
turn on her abilities. She switched on strength and climbing, just in case 
something went down. 

A few minutes later the three kids heard a shout from the area behind the 
building. They stood alert. The third security guard turned too, his radio 


crackling. He pulled it out and started talking into it. Seconds later Cyke and 
Prowl came tearing around the corner, dodging people and knocking snacks and 
souvenirs out of their hands. A cry rose up from the bumped individuals. Prowl 
and Cyke kept running. People dived out of their way. 

The guard took off sprinting toward them, arms outstretched and palms out, 
demanding them to stop. Prowl lithely jumped into the air and used the guard’s 
shoulder to spring over him. He landed on the ground and darted sideways, then 
sprang again over some kids who were screaming and running for safety. Cyke 
plowed through anyone in his way, knocking down some bystanders. 

“Oh my,” muttered Charlie. “This could be bad.” 

Maria gripped her arm. “Remember the parents—we have to keep a low 
profile.” 

Charlie nodded, her eyes glued to the action. 

“Here come the guards!” whispered Mac. 

The two security guards rounded the corner chasing after the soldiers. 
“Stop!” cried the male guard. The woman officer flung herself forward, diving at 
Prowl and catching him by the ankle. Prowl lost his balance and thudded face- 
first to the pavement. The woman jumped on top of him, trying to pin him with 
her knee in his back. Onlookers skittered away. Prowl twisted violently and 
knocked the woman off balance, then swiped his claws across her cheek, 
drawing a shriek and a long line of blood. But she flattened and managed to keep 
Prowl down while shouting for her fellow guard to help her. 

Cyke galloped back around and yanked the guard off Prowl as the second 
guard stepped into the fray. And as Cyke tossed the woman aside, the male 
guard punched Prowl in the jaw. 

“Should we do something?” Mac whispered. “I’m afraid if I activate my 
pangolin suit, people will freak even more. Plus, look at all the phone cameras 
coming out.” 

Charlie looked around wildly. A few civilians were screaming and others 
were filming the scene. Things were out of control. She wanted to help but 
didn’t want people to get a look—or photo—of her face. “Pll go in really 
quickly to mess up the soldiers and give the guards a chance to nab them. Then 
Pl take off running and disappear.” 
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“We’re coming too,” said Mac. 

Maria looked panicked. “I can’t fight without my ability.” 

“I won’t use my device either,” said Mac. “We’ll just be there to help if we 
can.” 

“Okay,” said Maria. “Let’s grab hats or something for a disguise. I saw some 
right there at the souvenir cart.” 

Charlie saw that it sold giant orca hats and octopus masks with dangly legs, 
among other items. The employee working there had already run for cover. 
Charlie snatched one of the masks and pulled it down over her face. Eight plush 
legs dangled over her chest and back. Maria and Mac grabbed orca hats and 
smashed them low on their foreheads. Half-blinded by the stretchy mesh, Charlie 
charged through the onlookers with octopus legs flapping. She checked her 
device to make sure her elephant ability was still activated, then sprinted toward 
Prowl and Cyke, dodging and weaving around trash receptacles, vendors, and 
people, trying to stay safe. Mac and Maria followed but fell quickly behind. 

Charlie rammed into the horse hybrid, knocking him hard into Prowl and 
sending them sliding across the ground. Prowl’s claws sprang out and he swiped 
the air, slicing Charlie’s shirt but thankfully not her skin. Cyke flipped around 
and stumbled to his feet, looking bewildered—he hadn’t seen Charlie coming, 
and he didn’t recognize her now with the octopus mask covering her face. 
Charlie darted around a tree while Mac and Maria sneaked closer and took cover 
behind the trash and recycling receptacles. Then Prowl leaped to his feet and 
pounced on Charlie. She fought him off, slamming her fist into his face and 
knocking him senseless. He slumped to the ground as Cyke ran at her. Feeling 
her fingers tingling, Charlie lunged up and stuck to the tree trunk, hoping 
nobody was noticing her but not having much of a choice. Cyke grabbed her by 
the leg to yank her down, but she hung on to the trunk and smashed her other 
foot into his chin, leaving him stumbling backward and howling. 

Quickly Maria and Mac sprang out from behind the trash receptacles. Mac 
tripped the stumbling soldier and Maria shoved him. Cyke slammed into a light 
pole and landed hard on his stomach. 

“Security!” Maria yelled as she and Mac grabbed Cyke by the wrists and 
stood on his forearms, pinning him to the ground. Mac shoved his orca hat over 
Cyke’s face while Maria whipped off her sweatshirt and used the arms to tie one 
of Cyke’s wrists to a light pole. 

Mac saw the guards approaching and glanced at Charlie. “Go! Hurry!” he 
said in a harsh whisper as the security guards came running up. With Prowl 


knocked out and three guards coming for Cyke, Charlie jumped out of the tree. 
She slipped away into the crowd, keeping her mask on to avoid being caught by 
any cameras. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Maria muttered. They hopped off Cyke, leaving the 
three guards to handle him. But as they sneaked away, Cyke ripped the 
sweatshirt tether off his wrist and tore the hat from his face. He got to his feet, 
leaving the guards with a challenge they couldn’t win. Prowl came to and 
together they knocked the guards flat and sprinted toward the park exit. 

As Charlie ran past the cart she flung the mask at it, then continued at high 
speed so she could get far away from the attraction. She zigzagged through the 
park so no one could possibly follow her. When she got to a section where it 
seemed nobody had a clue that anything was going on, Charlie slowed down. 
She texted Mac and Maria to let them know where she’d ended up so they could 
find her. 

Twenty minutes later, Maria and Mac came walking swiftly toward her. 
They were hatless but wearing wide grins. 

“Nice job, Chuck,” Maria said when they reached her. 

“You too,” said Charlie. She grinned back, relieved that they were all 
together again. “Did the soldiers recognize you?” 

“Pm not sure,” said Maria. “We tried to keep our faces hidden. Mac thinks 
they might wonder about us but bets they’d expect us to use our abilities if it 
really was us. So that’ll help them believe it wasn’t.” She paused. “Does that 
make sense?” 

“Sort of,” Charlie said with a laugh. 

“Nobody followed you?” Mac asked, looking around and breathing hard. He 
wheezed, then pulled out his inhaler and used it. 

“Not at cheetah speed,” said Charlie. “You?” 

“We slipped out through the chaos,” said Maria. 

“What happened?” asked Charlie. “Did the guards arrest them?” 

“Nope,” said Mac. “They got away. At least we stopped them from really 
hurting those guards. Maria and I tailed them to the passenger pickup area, and 
we got there just in time to see the white van speeding off with them inside.” 

“Darn,” said Charlie. “I hope they didn’t get away with any new DNA 
samples.” 

“T doubt they did,” said Mac. “After the van took off, we went back to the 
park entrance and hung out there for a couple minutes to eavesdrop. From what 
the guards said, it didn’t sound like they got away with any animals.” 

“Yeah,” said Maria, “and they won’t be getting back into the park anytime 
soon. Those bodysuits are a dead giveaway. Plus, somebody got a good photo of 


them and turned it in.” 

“T hope they didn’t get you guys in it,” Charlie muttered. 

“Tf they did,” said Maria, “we won’t be recognizable with those big manatees 
on our heads.” 

“Orcas,” said Mac patiently. “They’re not even similar.” 

“Whatever.” Maria smoothed her hair. 

Charlie glanced at Mac, waiting for him to scold them as usual about how 
animal facts matter, but he was distracted by his cell phone ringing. He pulled it 
out of his pocket and looked at the display, which read Malik Barnes. He quickly 
answered. “Hi, Dad,” he said. “What’s up?” 

Mac listened and the girls could overhear concern in the muffled voice on 
the other end. After a moment Mac said, “Wow! Nope, we’re nowhere near 
there. We’re just getting in line for Orca Encounter. No crazy masked men out 
here that we can see.” He flashed a grin at Maria and Charlie, and then they 
started walking toward the ride. “Everything is super normal.” 


CHAPTER 5 
Being a Kid Again 


Once they’d combed the park, ridden the rides, and chatted more about 
potential animal abilities, Mac suggested they go back to Ocean Explorer to try 
to figure out why Dr. Gray’s soldiers had been after a jellyfish. Maybe that 
would give them a clue into what he was doing. 

But when they got there, they realized there were lots of species of jellyfish 
in the tank, and nobody had seen which one Cyke was trying to catch—in fact, 
he’d been so clumsy with the net that he seemed to be going after anything that 
would miraculously fall into it. 

Maria took photos of the description placards in the exhibition area so that 
they could look up the various names and try to figure out if there was anything 
great about a jellyfish besides its sting. Then they went to the shark attraction 
and tried to make friends with one of the workers over there, asking questions 
about what had happened the previous day. 

But the worker seemed suspicious and told the kids to move along. Then she 
followed them when they went near the shark viewing area, like she thought they 
might also try to sneak in or something. Eventually the three left. As evening 
fell, they stopped at a stand for something to eat and to talk more about what had 
happened earlier. 

“Do you think we should be trying to gather DNA too?” Maria asked. “I 
mean, since we’re here anyway?” 

Charlie tilted her head thoughtfully. “We don’t know what animals the 
scientists will choose for us. And we have no idea how to actually collect a 
sample. Besides, Ms. Sabbith will take care of getting that stuff from the Talos 
lab in Chicago when we’re ready.” 

“But . . . what if we see something cool that could offer a really great 
ability?” Maria replied. 

Mac frowned. “I wouldn’t want to stress out any animals just for the heck of 
it. I already feel bad for that poor shark and those jellyfish that Kelly and the 
soldiers traumatized.” 


“Good point,” said Charlie. “If we see something that could work well for a 
new ability, we can just text Ms. Sabbith and ask if she has access to it. Then see 
if the scientists think it would be a good fit for one of us.” 

“Okay, I like that idea better than trying to collect it ourselves,” Maria said. 
“We should stay away from anything that could mess up what we’re trying to 
do. That includes touching the animals and fighting bad guys—that was a close 
call. Let’s just, you know, not worry about it for once.” 

“You mean act like normal kids on vacation?” asked Mac, dipping a dolphin- 
shaped fish nugget into some tartar sauce and shoving it into his mouth. 

Maria wrinkled up her nose at him. “Is it horrible that they have fish nuggets 
on the menu at SeaWorld, or is it just me?” 


The Barnes family and Maria and Charlie stayed at SeaWorld until closing with 
no further incidents. Then they dragged their tired bodies back to the SUV. By 
the time they got to their hotel, they were almost too exhausted to eat the warm 
chocolate chip cookies that the front desk offered them. 

Claudia and Malik Barnes had booked them a suite with a kitchenette. 
Charlie zonked out quickly, and before she knew it, Mac’s parents were rustling 
about making breakfast for everyone. 

After a hearty meal, they set out again for another long, exciting day, this 
time to the zoo. 

Unlike at SeaWorld, Mr. and Mrs. Barnes stayed with the kids this time, 
because the zoo was such a huge, sprawling place. There wasn’t much of a 
chance for the kids to talk privately. Whenever they did, they tried to make it 
sound like they were talking about their new made-up game. It was fun for a 
while because it felt like they were talking in code. But eventually that got 
boring and they stopped. 

Mostly they focused on the animals. And Charlie, Maria, and Mac were 
looking at animals in a different way, as research instead of purely 
entertainment. They took the time to read all the placards, and whenever one of 
them found an animal with an interesting feature, Maria took a photo of it and its 
plaque so they could look up more information and bring their findings back to 
the scientists. 

When they got to the reptile area, Mac pushed his way through the crowd to 
see the various lizards. Charlie and Maria followed him, with Mac’s parents 
trailing behind. 

“Ts there a pangolin in there or something?” Maria asked, curious as to why 
Mac was so interested in the reptiles. The metallic suit from Mac’s bracelet had 
been designed to mimic a pangolin’s features—scales that protected him and 


claws tough enough to dig through cement. 

“A pangolin is a mammal,” said Mac. “Not a reptile.” 

“Oh yeah, right on,” said Maria. “I knew that. I was just testing you.” She 
rolled her eyes at Charlie, who grinned. They looked over Mac’s shoulders 
through the glass and saw a couple of lizards with thornlike skin. 

“Whoa,” said Charlie. She looked around for its description. “We don’t have 
those in Navarro Junction, do we?” 

“What are they?” asked Maria. 

“They’re called thorny dragons,” said Mac. “And they’re natives of 
Australia. We definitely don’t have them where we live. Aren’t they awesome?” 

The lizards were small, but their skin looked like it was sprouting fin-shaped 
thorns like the ones that grew on rosebushes. “I wouldn’t want to touch that 
thing,” said Charlie. 

Mac glanced over his shoulder to see where his parents were, and spied them 
a dozen feet away looking at something else. “It could be a great feature to go 
with my suit,” he said. “Can you get a photo of it, Maria?” 

“On it,” said Maria, snapping a picture and making notes. “But you already 
have really great defensive scales.” 

“That’s true.” Mac looked at the lizard again. “It would be cool to collect 
different kinds of scales, though.” 

“I don’t know,” Maria said, noncommittal. “Seems too much the same. 
Wouldn’t you want something different from the pangolin?” She moved to 
another section of the reptile house that had a pond in it, and beckoned the other 
two to come. “Look at that one with the weird feet,” she said, pointing to a 
smooth green lizard about two feet long from nose to tail. Its back feet were 
large and the center toes were unusually long. She found the information about 
it. “Basilisk lizard,” she said. “Get this—it runs on water!” 

“Are you serious?” said Mac. “I’ve always wanted to see one in real life!” 
He slid up to Maria and peered into the habitat. “When I was little I had a book 
with one of these in it—it was my favorite! Their feet make upside-down cups. 
That’s how they stay up.” He studied one. “They can also run fast.” 

“You could use a little help in that department,” said Charlie, then cringed— 
she hoped she didn’t hurt Mac’s feelings. But it was true. He wasn’t much of a 
runner to begin with because of his asthma, but Charlie was talking about his 
pangolin suit, which slowed him down even more. It left him unable to keep up 
with the girls. “I mean . . . speed is always good, for all of us,” she began to 
explain, but Mac didn’t seem offended. 

Maria studied the placard. “It can go five feet per second across the water. It 
has extra skin by its back legs that creates air pockets so it doesn’t sink.” She 


looked up. “That’s pretty cool.” 

“You kids are really taking these animals seriously,” said Mr. Barnes, who 
had appeared behind them without them noticing. “Are you having fun?” 

Mac nodded and looked up at his parents. “I really can’t think of anything 
better than animals,” he said. “Remember the basilisk lizard from my zoo book 
when I was a little kid?” He pointed to it. 

“T do,” said his mom. “You loved any animal book, but especially that one. 
You knew all their features by heart and were always spouting off animal facts. 
I’m glad you’ve got friends who love them too.” 

Maria and Charlie grinned. They’d both liked animals for a long time, mostly 
in a pet kind of way. But the more they learned about them since they’d found 
the devices, the more they realized just how little they knew about the animal 
kingdom. “They’re fascinating,” said Maria. “They have so many cool abilities 
most people don’t even know about.” 

Charlie nodded. “We could go on all day about them,” she warned Mac’s 
parents. 

“Oh, trust me, Charlie,” said Mrs. Barnes with a laugh and a shake of her 
head, “I know better than to get you all started.” 


CHAPTER 6 
Shark Training 


In the days that followed the trips to SeaWorld and the San Diego Zoo, Dr. Gray 
worked tirelessly in the makeshift lab in their rented house. On the table along 
the side of the room were containers that stored the formulas for all the various 
animals he’d worked on to this point: leopard, chimpanzee, horse, bull, 
rhinoceros, rattlesnake, wolf, chameleon, crab, panther. On the other table were 
the new DNA samples that would give wings to Miko and quills to Braun. It was 
painstaking work making the formulas. Victor’s eyes weren’t as good as they 
used to be. And things went much slower without Zed to help him. Why would 
she leave without so much as a note of explanation? And why now? Just when 
he was closing in on his endgame. Her timing was severely inconvenient. 

Maybe she’d just gotten tired of being treated like another one of the 
soldiers. He should have continued to call her Dr. Jakande, perhaps, rather than 
the code name she’d adopted to fit in better with the others. He should have 
elevated her somehow to let her know she was more important to him than them. 
Her abilities and her intellect far exceeded those of anyone else he’d kept close 
to over the years. 

Victor had been angry when she first left, and very hurt. Now he mostly felt 
regret. Maybe he should have shared with her his secret plan to change everyone 
in the world into chimeras. Surely, she would have stayed around to be part of 
that if only she’d known. She was a scientist after all. And he would have given 
her some credit, too, if that was what she needed. 

“She probably knows by now, though,” he muttered under his breath. “And 
she didn’t come back.” He’d made the arrogant mistake of revealing his plans to 
Dr. Wilde’s daughter and her friends before he’d shut them into the bank vault. 
He’d assumed they’d never make it out of there, but somehow they had. Now 
Zed was probably with Charles and Jack and Quinn. And those little monsters 
most certainly would have told her what he’d said. 

Sharp-eared Prowl, who was standing guard near the door without his mask, 
acted as if he hadn’t heard the scientist. On the one hand, Dr. Gray had lightened 


up a bit since the time he’d held the other scientists captive—that had been a 
stressful period for everyone. Prowl and the others had become worried about 
being discovered or the police showing up. Or worse, the government agency 
that Dr. Gray worked for shutting them down. If that group ever found out 
they’d held hostages, they’d be furious. Prowl blinked. It reminded him that 
Gray hadn’t seemed to be talking to anyone in the government lately. Not in a 
long time, in fact. That seemed strange. 

But they hadn’t been stopped. And they’d gotten out of that jam, so the stress 
levels in the lab had decreased of late. Dr. Gray was calmer—some of the time, 
anyway. Earlier that day, Miko had told Prowl that the scientist was acting like 
his old self at the zoo, which was good news. The man seemed to find some 
level of energy trying to keep their newest team member, Kelly, happy. Maybe 
the old guy was worried about her platypus spikes, Prowl thought sardonically. 
He rubbed the spot on his thigh where Kelly had previously stabbed him and 
injected her poison. 

On the other hand, Dr. Gray had become even more reclusive and focused 
when working in the lab. Having to fix his machine had set Dr. Gray back 
weeks. And without Zed to do half the work, the pressure to hurry seemed to 
intensify. Victor had been known to fly off the handle at the smallest 
provocations. Prowl, Braun, Mega, Cyke, and Miko had been around the man a 
lot of years, since he first recruited the young outcasts to be test subjects. And 
even though Gray didn’t talk about Zed much, the leopard man knew he was 
stinging inside. Heck, Prowl was hurt, too—he and Zed and Miko had gotten 
pretty close after working together all this time. As much as Dr. Gray tried to 
appear stoic, he was more sensitive than many people, and Zed’s leaving had 
been a huge blow to Victor’s ego. Prowl missed her badly. No doubt Dr. Gray 
missed her even more. 

Something moved outside the window. Prowl’s green eyes turned sharply, 
but then he relaxed. It was just a bird. If he hadn’t been on guard duty, he might 
have gone after it for fun. But he took his assignment at the door very seriously, 
especially after the last attack in Navarro Junction. He folded his arms and 
turned his furry leopard face back to the doctor, who was mumbling about 
phenotypes and genotypes. It sounded like a foreign language to Prowl. He and 
the other soldiers were limited in what they could do for the scientist. 

The soldier dropped his gaze and his mind wandered again. He wondered 
what sort of second ability was in store for him. Dr. Gray hadn’t disclosed 
anything, though Prowl knew he was planning something. He wished the doctor 
would consult with him first to see if he’d actually like the ability. It only 
seemed polite. But Gray didn’t really see the soldiers as equals. He paid them 


generously and figured that was enough to maintain their loyalty. He was 
definitely not known for his politeness. Sometimes he was downright mean. 

Prowl’s expression flickered as he remembered how Gray had left him and 
Miko and Kelly stranded in Navarro Junction after the last fight. Thank 
goodness Cyke had come back for them. Prowl knew when he’d signed up for 
this job that even though the money would be great, life would change 
drastically. And Dr. Gray would be calling all the shots. But after all these years 
devoted to the man, was it asking too much of a favor for Prowl to at least be 
consulted before the scientist just sprang a new animal’s DNA on him? Wishful 
thinking. Besides, it’s not like he could leave, looking like this. Gray had them 
all in a corner, and he knew it. 

At least Miko knew what her new animal would be now, and she seemed 
happy about it. And they all knew that if they ever managed to get shark DNA, it 
would be for Mega, the rhino-woman hybrid. But no one knew who the jellyfish 
was for. Prowl and Cyke hadn’t even been sure they’d found the right kind the 
other day—it had been hard to tell since there were so many of them in that tank. 

And unfortunately they’d failed to capture anything before they’d been 
caught and pounded senseless. Whoever came in and clocked them was lucky 
they had run off just as quickly. At first Prowl thought it might have been the 
Wilde child and her friends, but why wouldn’t they have put up more of a fight 
like before? Too bad he didn’t get a good look at them. All Prowl knew was that 
he hadn’t expected to get knocked out over some stupid jellyfish. 

Prowl wrinkled his nose, remembering. Much like a cat, he was not a fan of 
getting wet. He grimaced as he imagined falling into a tank full of jellyfish and 
getting his fur all soaked . . . blech. Not to mention getting stung, though being a 
leopard man had toughened his skin a bit. Still, no thanks. 

Dr. Gray turned sharply toward him. “Is Miko back yet?” 

“No,” said Prowl, snapping out of his thoughts and looking up. “She and 
Kelly went to the beach to train. They told me they’ll be gone all day.” 

“Right,” said Dr. Gray, as if he was just remembering. “Good.” He picked up 
a clipboard that held several pages of notes. “Get Morph and Fang out to the 
backyard for their matchup and assessment. Let’s see which ability outshines the 
others this time.” 


Not far away, at the beach, Miko sat down under a huge umbrella while Kelly 
put her hair up and fastened it. 

“Go ahead,” Miko instructed when Kelly was finished. “Do like we said. Just 
turn on your dolphin ability first and work on swimming and turning sharply. 
Then, once you’ve got the feel of it and you can really move with an instant’s 


notice while concentrating on something else, switch on the cuttlefish and do 
your thing.” 

Kelly sniffed as she faced the crashing waves. It smelled nasty, like the 
seafood counter at the grocery store. “Do you think there are gross fish in 
there?” 

“Nope,” said Miko. “No fish in the ocean.” 

Kelly gave her a panicked look. “I’m serious, Miko. What if they . . . come 
at me?” 

Miko sighed. “Come on, Kelly. You can do this. You did it before and saved 
three people—what’s the difference now?” 

“T know I can do it,” said Kelly. “And in Cabo I didn’t think about it first—I 
heard the shouting and ran to help. But now I just. . . ugh.” She sighed. “Okay. 
Here I go.” Without the adrenaline and the urgency that she’d felt when she’d 
saved those teenagers, it was hard to get up her excitement for this. But if she 
wanted the success and glory of procuring the shark DNA sample, she was going 
to have to rehearse this routine a few times, just like she had to do in theater 
class. Or like how she had to practice a lot to get better at soccer. 

Stuff she probably wouldn’t ever do again. 

A dull pang swept through her at the thought, but she pushed through it. 
With a surge of determination, she jogged into the waves and waded out deeper 
than her waist. Once she was mostly hidden from other beachgoers, she lowered 
her goggles and clicked on her dolphin ability, then dived under. 

The water was brisk on Kelly’s face and she was glad her bodysuit had 
climate control to temper the highest heat of the Southwest as well as the shock 
of cold water. She surfaced for air and felt the breeze hit the fin that had pushed 
out of her back through the slit in her suit. Now she just had to be careful to stay 
away from the surfers so they didn’t see it. Though, on second thought, maybe 
that would make them stay away from her. 

She took a few deep breaths, then went back under and sped through the 
water, watching for fish ready to dart out at her, but realizing anything she could 
see was moving away from her. That relaxed her somewhat, and she began to 
meander around under the surface, looking at the shifting sand and shells and 
rocks below her. She liked how the sound of the world was muted down here. It 
made her feel like she was the only human left in the world and she imagined 
idly what that might be like. It would definitely solve a few of her problems, but 
Kelly wasn’t sure it would ultimately be a great solution—who would be her 
future fans? 

Eventually Kelly admitted to herself that swimming could potentially be fun 
if things remained calm like this. And being able to hold her breath for over five 


minutes like a dolphin was pretty excellent, too. 

Once she was used to the water, Kelly got to work. She practiced sharp turns 
and making accurate moves at a high speed—things she hadn’t had to worry 
about when saving those people. She took herself through a sort of obstacle 
course, using the ocean floor’s natural rocks, sunken driftwood, and weed 
patches as things to dodge around. She was hoping to refine her skills enough 
that chasing a shark around a pool or aquarium would come more instinctively, 
without her having to concentrate on looking where she was going all the time. 
She closed her eyes, wondering if she also possessed the dolphin’s sonar ability, 
but it seemed that feature hadn’t been included in her device. 

Maybe Pll just find a shark out here in the wild, she thought, and then her 
eyes flew open. What was she thinking? That would not be good. She looked all 
around just in case, then surfaced for air. She lifted her goggles and glanced at 
Miko, who was standing on the shore looking worried. Kelly waved to her, and 
Miko visibly relaxed and waved back—she must have been anxious about Kelly 
being underwater for so long. It was kind of nice having somebody worry about 
her for once. 

Kelly floated for a moment, face to the sun, then went back down and 
diligently practiced her obstacle course again. After several times through it, she 
grew a lot more comfortable. Then, once she’d surfaced again for air, she clicked 
on the cuttlefish ability. As she went back down near the ocean floor, her body 
began to change color to match the spotty, shifting background. She kept 
intentionally turning and veering off course as she concentrated on bringing the 
camouflage to the more intense, pulsing level. At the same time, she focused on 
being totally aware of where she was moving at all times. She shot forward as if 
chasing after a shark, and concentrated on bringing on her hypnotizing ability, 
which would allow her to get close enough to scrape some scales without the 
creature tearing her arm off. 

Finally, she could tell by the light pattern emanating from her that her facial 
colors had changed to pulsing, mesmerizing waves. She focused on keeping 
those going while traveling through her obstacle course. 

It wasn’t easy. She lost concentration the first two times and the pulses 
stopped. But Kelly wasn’t the kind of person to give up. Even though she was 
growing tired after being out in the water for so long, she refused to quit until 
she did it right at least once. When she got her breath back, she dived down once 
more, determined. She stayed close to the ocean floor, weaving around like a 
bottom-feeder as her body blended in. Then she sped up, imagining pursuit, and 
concentrated on creating the hypnotic light pulses. Once she had that going, she 
dodged and weaved, knowing that when the real thing happened with the shark, 


she’d have to get its attention and keep it long enough to hypnotize it quickly 
and avoid attack. Was it even possible? 

Maybe she could just try getting it from the safety of the pool deck again. 
But hypnotizing a shark that way, with it swimming all over the place, seemed 
almost more difficult to accomplish than being in the water, moving alongside it. 

She turned sharply in the water and rose toward the surface, trying to 
imagine every obstacle she might encounter in a shark tank. As she dodged 
imaginary objects, a large shadow fell over her. 

Kelly nearly gasped underwater. Her pulsing camo faded as she turned to 
look above her. A huge, solid something was passing above her. She began to 
panic. She flailed, trying to reverse direction, then attempted to get her speed up 
so she could flee whatever it was. But she lost her coordination and gulped down 
some seawater. Swiftly she righted herself and swept her arms to her sides to 
push herself forward, ignoring the sting in her throat and nose, and tried to get to 
the surface for a breath before whatever huge thing above her attacked. What 
could it be? A giant squid? A whale? A stingray? 

Kelly’s face pushed through the surface. She coughed and took a ragged 
breath, then down she went again, swimming with all her strength toward the 
shore. As she neared the beach, her kicking feet brushed the sandy bottom. She 
stumbled up and started running toward the beach, glancing over her shoulder, 
hoping there was no way a creature that size could follow her into such shallow 
water. 

From the safety near land, Kelly spied the enemy: it was a treacherous wide- 
body sailboat. It had nearly eaten her alive. 

Kelly doubled over in exhaustion and massive relief. Then she stumbled 
through the sand and fell on the beach blanket next to Miko, groaning at her own 
ridiculousness as she turned off her abilities. She’d have to practice hypnotizing 
sharks again tomorrow, because today? She. Was. Done. 


CHAPTER 7 
An Exciting Proposal 


Charlie, Maria, and Mac spent the rest of their week in Southern California 
acting like regular twelve-year-olds. They rode roller coasters, ate junk food, and 
slept deeply at the various hotels in between. And when Mac’s parents asked if 
they wanted to stop by Legoland, they decided that even though they were a 
little too old for it, they may as well go—being so close to it and all. Once they 
found out that it had a water park, and that the Sea Life Aquarium was right next 
door, it was a slam-dunk decision. It was like . . . like being a kid again. For a 
few days, they almost forgot about how Dr. Gray was planning to turn everyone 
in the world into chimeras. Almost. 

By the time they returned to Navarro Junction, they were rejuvenated and 
exhausted in the best possible ways. But they were also eager to see if the 
scientists had made any progress while they were gone. 

When Mac’s parents dropped off Charlie at her house, Dr. Sharma’s car was 
parked in the driveway as usual. Maria and Mac saw it and exchanged a glance. 
The three kids had agreed that they’d each go home to their families after the 
long drive and try to meet up again the next day, though it was tempting for 
Maria and Mac to run in with Charlie and ask what was new. But they refrained. 
Mr. Barnes hit a button to pop open the hatch, and went to get Charlie’s suitcase. 

Charlie flashed a secretive grin at her friends and got out of the car. It was 
sad to see the vacation end. 

“Text me,” Maria called to Charlie. 

“T will.” 

“Me too,” said Mac, though he didn’t need to say it—they group-texted 
everything these days. 

From the front seat, Mrs. Barnes looked amused. “I can’t believe you three 
have spent the entire week together and you have to immediately start texting 
now that you’re separating.” 

“We just can’t stand to be apart,” Maria said with a laugh. 

“That’s wonderful,” said Mrs. Barnes. “Everybody needs friends like that.” 


Mr. Barnes set Charlie’s luggage on the driveway and closed the hatch. 

“Thank you for everything,” Charlie said fervently, picking up her suitcase. 
“T had the best time.” 

“You’re very welcome,” said Mr. Barnes. “Do you need me to help you 
bring your bag inside?” 

“No thanks. I’m good.” 

Mr. Barnes got back into the driver’s seat. “Next stop, Torres Central,” he 
announced to his passengers. Charlie moved toward the house, then set her 
things down on the step and stood in the oven-like heat to wave until her friends 
were out of sight. She’d had an amazing time and had grown even closer to 
Maria and Mac. Their bond was more solid than any friendships she’d ever had 
in her life. Sure, they’d had a few rough times at first, but those seemed to be 
over now. 

The same could be said for Charlie’s family. It had been hard moving here, 
and the stress of that had been compounded by her parents’ crazy work 
schedules. Talk about rough relationships—back then Charlie had been pretty 
upset at her mother for working so much, and at her dad for taking a job right 
away when he really hadn’t had to. At least, in Charlie’s mind, he hadn’t. But 
that stress had eased too. There was something about all the danger they’d been 
in that had brought them more understanding. 

Now Charlie’s mother was back working at the ER, but she’d cut back on 
her hours so she was home a lot more. Charlie’s dad, who’d been teaching 
biology at a local college—before he was abducted, anyway—was off for the 
summer and working feverishly with the other scientists. Andy, Charlie’s 
brother, was fully healed from Kelly’s platypus sting thanks to the Mark Five’s 
starfish ability, and he was busy doing his own thing with his friends, too. 

After the Barneses’ vehicle turned the corner and disappeared, Charlie 
picked up her things and went inside the house, eager to see her parents and 
brother and find out what happened while she was gone. 

“Pm home!” Charlie called out as she walked in. She made her way into the 
kitchen and looked around. Everything seemed so much bigger after spending a 
week in hotel rooms, though the house had changed a bit now that they’d turned 
part of it into a science lab. “Mom?” Charlie put her bag on a dining room chair 
as Jessie, their dog, came bounding toward her and jumped up, her paws on 
Charlie’s shoulders. 

Charlie staggered backward, laughing, and hugged her. Jessie licked her 
face. “I’m so happy to see you, too,” she said, and scolded, “I can’t believe you 
didn’t greet me at the door.” Fat Princess, one of the cats, slid into the room but 
kept her distance, arching her back and acting coy, giving off an air of disdain. 


Their other cat, Big Kitty, stayed away, which was her style. The daily 
appearance of the extra scientists in their home had thrown off Big Kitty a bit. 
She liked to stay elusive and mysterious, spending most of her time on or under 
Andy’s bed. 

Diana Wilde came swiftly down the stairs. “Charlie!” she cried with a huge 
smile. “You’re home early!” 

“About a half hour,” said Charlie. She pushed Jessie down and went to hug 
her mother. 

“T think you grew taller while you were gone,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Did you 
have fun?” 

Charlie laughed. “It was the best.” She released the hug and looked around. 
“Where is everybody? It’s so quiet.” 

“Dad and the others are in the lab. The den, I mean. The lab den. Whatever 
we’re calling it now. And Andy is going to be gone for a week—you just missed 
him.” 

“What?” Charlie cried. “Where is he?” 

“A last-minute camping trip up north with Juan. They’re going up to 
Flagstaff to get out of the heat and do some hiking.” 

“That’s cool, I guess,” said Charlie, but she was disappointed. She actually 
missed her annoying younger brother. It was a strange feeling. “I’m going to 
stash my junk and then I’ ll tell you all about our trip.” 

“Great. How does pasta for dinner sound?” 

“Amazing,” said Charlie. “I’m starving.” 

“T was about to make a huge pot of it anyway for the lab crew.” 

“Oh good—I wanted to talk to them too. If we all eat together I only have to 
tell the story once.” Charlie grabbed her bag and raced up the stairs, with Jessie 
pounding up the steps alongside her. It was almost like the dog didn’t want to let 
Charlie out of her sight again. 

Charlie put her dirty clothes in the laundry bin and got cleaned up for dinner, 
her stomach growling. They’d stopped for lunch on the way home, but maybe 
Mom was right about Charlie growing—because she was hungry enough to eat 
her own fist right now. She paused on that thought. If she ate her fist, would her 
starfish ability make it grow back? She laughed and decided not to tell Mac 
she’d considered it, even jokingly, because he’d probably beg her to go through 
with it. 


At dinner Charlie was the focus of the rapt attention of five doctors. She filled 
them in on the strange incident at SeaWorld with the soldiers in the jellyfish 
aquarium and what they’d heard about the girl in the shark tank, explaining that 


Gray and his team were probably trying to gather DNA. 

“From what we overheard,” Charlie told them, “I don’t think either of the 
attempts were successful at SeaWorld. And I don’t know if any of them will be 
able to go back inside that park now, especially if they’re wearing the bodysuits, 
after what happened two days in a row. Security will stop them for sure.” 

Dr. Quinn Sharma tapped her forefinger against her lips. “Shark?” she 
mused. “And jellyfish? Interesting. Sharp teeth and more poison, like that 
rattlesnake-wolf soldier—what was his name again?” 

“Fang,” said Dr. Jakande. 

“Right,” said Dr. Sharma. “Do you think those kinds of abilities are what 
Gray is after?” 

“Could be,” said Dr. Goldstein. He sat slightly bent in his chair, for he was 
still not completely well after his traumatic ordeal, having been captured by Dr. 
Gray’s soldiers and starved and mistreated for more than a month. “Should we 
be concerned that they are water animals?” 

Charlie’s dad lifted his gaze. “What do you mean, Jack?” 

“I’m just not sure what those choices of animals indicate. The machine he 
forced us to create wasn’t meant for water distribution.” 

“Maybe it was totally destroyed in the fight and he had to change methods,” 
said Mr. Wilde, though he appeared dubious. “But I don’t think it necessarily 
means anything. I chose a starfish for its healing ability. The fact that the starfish 
is found in water didn’t factor in. Dr. Gray might be at SeaWorld, but that 
doesn’t mean he’s investing in water-related abilities, per se.” 

“Kelly has all water animal abilities too,” Charlie reminded them. 

Dr. Sharma nodded. “But she can use two of the three on land.” 

“Right,” said Mr. Wilde. “And like Quinn said, what comes to mind with a 
shark is its teeth, and a jellyfish, its poisonous sting.” 

“Even Morph’s crab claw is something Victor chose because of its incredible 
punching ability,” said Dr. Jakande. “Not because he wanted a water compatible 
hybrid.” 

“Excellent points, everyone,” said Jack. “You’re right. I’m overthinking 
things.” 

Mrs. Wilde tapped her lips. “It’s interesting getting this peek into what they 
might have been up to all this time. Pll let Erica know that they seem to be 
stationed in San Diego. Maybe she can start fresh tracking them down.” She 
pulled out her phone and started texting. 

Dr. Sharma remained thoughtful but quiet. Then she turned to Nubia. “This 
discussion gives me an idea. You haven’t decided on a second wereanimal for 
Maria yet, have you?” 


Charlie sat up, wondering if Maria would have a chance to suggest animals 
for herself. 

“Not yet,” said Dr. Jakande. “Pll be diving into that soon. Fixing the Mark 
Two and trying to figure out my own personal DNA reversal situation has put 
me behind schedule, I’m afraid. But our other enhancements are built and should 
soon be ready to be installed in the devices—the GPS and emergency features. 
Erica’s still finalizing things with that.” 

“Excellent progress. And you, Jack?” asked Dr. Sharma. 

“T’ve got some ideas, but I’m still open to suggestions.” Dr. Goldstein 
glanced at Charlie. “Have you spoken to Maria and Mac?” 

Dr. Wilde looked at Charlie too. “Yes—have you and your friends come up 
with anything, Charlie? I meant what I said about wanting your input before I 
decide on your ability.” 

Charlie felt her face grow warm. “We spent some time talking at the zoos 
and aquariums,” she hedged. It felt odd to be included in such important 
considerations, and she was suddenly shy to tell them about the specific animals 
they discussed—what if the scientists thought they were bad ideas? 

“We’d love your thoughts,” said Dr. Jakande, turning to Charlie. “All of you 
kids. It would be nice to have a bit of help there so I can focus on the other 
pressing matters. We still have a lot to do.” 

“Same here,” said Dr. Goldstein. “I’ve been rebuilding the graphics for the 
Mark Three since that never got finished the first time around. I’m ready to 
install it, but I haven’t had much time to spend researching animals.” 

Charlie grew a bit more confident. “We’d love to help if you really think we 
can. We’re meeting up tomorrow, and”—she grinned, slightly embarrassed 
—“okay, to be totally honest, we did a lot of research when we were out there.” 

“Good!” said Dr. Sharma. “After all, you’ll be the ones using the abilities. 
They should be ones that speak to you. Ones you feel comfortable with.” 

“T agree,” said Dr. Goldstein. “I want to hear from Mac before I make any 
decisions. You can tell him I said so.” 

Dr. Jakande and Dr. Wilde nodded. 

“T will.” Charlie’s heart soared. She could hardly wait to tell the others. 

While the scientists chatted about scientific formulas, Charlie finished 
eating, then texted Maria and Mac: “Be here tomorrow morning as early as you 
can. The scientists said we can definitely help pick our new abilities . . . They 
want *our * expert advice!” 


CHAPTER 8 
Decisions, Decisions 


Maria and Mac showed up the next morning armed with phones and tablets. 
“My stepdad said I could borrow his iPad for the day,” Maria announced, 
holding it up. “First time! I think he missed me while I was away because he was 
being super nice.” 

“Sweet,” said Charlie. “And I have my laptop. We can do some more 
research this morning. The docs want to see us later this afternoon to update us 
on the bracelets and talk about the upgrades. Ms. Sabbith flew in late last night 
with some materials. Oh, and Dr. G. is ready to install some of the new safety 
and communication stuff in your device, Mac. He asked if you could bring it to 
him in the lab-den so he can get right to work.” 

“Cool,” said Mac. He typed in the code and sprung the latch on his Mark 
Three, then disappeared down the hallway. 

“Meet us in my room,” Charlie called after him. She and Maria went upstairs 
to Charlie’s bedroom. Charlie swiftly straightened the bedcovers. She grabbed 
her laptop from the side table and hopped on the bed. Maria climbed up too. A 
moment later Mac came in and pulled Charlie’s desk chair over. He tossed his 
shoes off and used the bed as a footstool. 





“Okay,” said Charlie, excited to get started. “First question: Mac, do you 
think we even need to search for new options for you?” 

“Why wouldn’t we?” Mac seemed offended by the thought. 

“Well, I just mean you’ve sort of already found a good one, right?” 

Mac squinted. “You mean that basilisk lizard?” 

“Exactly. It seems perfect for you. You love it. You know everything about 
it. And it can even freaking run on water, which is a very useful feature that 
nobody else has. What’s not to love about that?” 

“Okay, yeah,” said Mac thoughtfully. “But what if Dr. Goldstein thinks 
it’s .. . I don’t know. Not tough enough. What if there’s something better? We 
should at least spend a little more time looking. Just in case. We want the best 
thing, right?” 

Charlie and Maria knew full well that Mac just loved researching animal 
facts. They also knew that the basilisk lizard was perfect for him and could be a 
great alternative armor for his device. But they looked at one another and 
shrugged. “Sure,” Charlie said. “But let’s start with Maria, since we don’t have 
any ideas for her yet. Remember, we need to hurry. Now that we know Dr. Gray 
and the soldiers are out there gathering DNA samples as we speak, every day 
means he’s closer to ruining the world.” 

“And the scientists are finishing up all the other modifications to the 
bracelets,” Maria added, “so they’ll be ready to get going on this pretty soon.” 

“All right,” said Mac amicably. He thought for a minute and said sheepishly, 
“T really do love the basilisk.” 

“We know,” said the girls together. 

Charlie grinned at Mac. “Okay, let’s try to come up with some options. Then 
the scientists can decide if any of them will work. We don’t need final choices 
today.” 

The other two nodded and went through the notes they’d taken from their 
trip. Nothing stood out. Then Mac went to his default Google search: “cool 
animal abilities.” He looked up and studied Maria. “So, I’m guessing since 
Maria’s bracelet causes her to physically change, she can only do one animal at a 
time. Same with mine, Pl bet.” 

“What do you mean?” asked Maria. 

“Well, you can’t be two animals at once, can you? Or that could look... 
really weird, and the features might not work together.” 

Maria frowned, as though he were insulting her, but then she tapped her chin. 
“T guess you’re right. So would I have to choose which animal based on what the 


situation is?” 

“T don’t know,” said Charlie. “I hadn’t thought of that but it makes sense.” 

Maria nodded. “We’ll ask Dr. Jakande later. Meanwhile, what would be a 
good animal that would go well with my howler monkey?” 

“How about... ,” Mac began, thinking hard. Then he snorted. “A sea 
monkey?” 

“You want me to turn into fish food?” Maria said. She threw a pillow at him, 
hitting him in the face. “Sure, and then I’d get eaten and you’d never see me 
again. Is that what you want?” 

Mac pretended to consider it. “Could I still visit your family and eat their 
food and use the Wi-Fi?” 

Maria threw a second pillow. This time Mac ducked. 

Charlie stopped them. “Something that doesn’t make loud howling noises 
would be great,” she suggested. “No howler polar bears.” 

Mac turned to Charlie, eyes wide. “Is that a thing?” he asked softly. 

Charlie lifted her eyebrows mysteriously. “Look it up.” 

He did. A second later he flashed Charlie a disgusted look. “It’s not a thing.” 

Maria tapped her fingers on the frame of her tablet. “I know we talked about 
having a completely different creature from the pangolin for Mac’s second 
animal. And we talked about that for me, too. But our devices don’t really work 
the same way. I mean Mac’s body doesn’t physically change like mine does. So 
I’m wondering if maybe I’d want to have something closer to what I already 
have to make the transition easier. Like a different type of monkey. Would that 
make sense?” 

“The changes to your body might be similar,” Mac mused. “Is that 
something that matters to you?” 

Maria typed into her tablet. “I don’t really mind looking different anymore, 
as long as it’s not too weird, if that’s what you mean.” 

“I meant it could be hard morphing from one animal to another if it changes 
your body a lot,” said Mac. He went back to studying the page he’d pulled up. 

“Oh. Yeah, I guess that’s a factor. But maybe Dr. Jakande can, like, control 
that a little bit?” Maria typed “kinds of monkeys” into her iPad and clicked on a 
few entries, then stopped. “What is this . . . this water monkey?” She read 
further, her mouth agape. Then her face fell. “I don’t think it’s real. Definitely 
not the same as a sea monkey. A water monkey is some sort of Chinese 
mythological thing.” She kept reading. “Dang, though,” she muttered. “This 
thing totally gets who I am. All of these characteristics are, like, me.” 

“Maria,” said Charlie with an edge to her voice. 

“All right, all right,” said Maria. “I’m focusing. But this would be really 


cool, is all I’m saying.” 

Charlie leaned over. “I’d stay away from any full-on water animal,” she 
remarked. “Mythical or not.” 

Mac looked up. “Better check with Ms. Sabbith to see if mythical DNA is 
readily available,” he added drily. Then he tilted his head thoughtfully. “Why 
would you want a sea creature anyway? You probably wouldn’t be able to use it 
on land, you know.” 

Charlie rolled her eyes. “That’s practically what I just said.” 

“T didn’t hear you. I was checking out the polar bears.” He looked at Maria. 
“T’m just not feeling multiple monkey types for you, Maria.” 

“Not enough variety,” Charlie agreed. 

Maria frowned. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Maybe something a little more 
ferocious.” 

“Well,” said Mac. “What features do you want? Poison? Spikes? Sharp teeth 
or anything like that?” 

Maria shrugged. “I haven’t really thought about that yet.” She paused, then 
said apologetically, “I just really like being able to outsmart someone and use 
my monkey limbs and tail to smack them in the face if I have to. But I guess I 
should have some sort of alternate power move.” 

The three of them considered animals. After a moment Mac lifted his head. 
“What about that crab-claw woman—what was that all about? She could punch 
the stuffing out of somebody with that thing.” 

“And a crab can move fast if it needs to, right?” said Charlie. “They seem 
pretty smart and sneaky.” 

“T don’t know.” Maria looked unimpressed. “What kind of crab?” 

“A ghost crab can move pretty fast,” Mac said. He looked it up and read a 
few things about it out loud. Then he stopped. “Nope,” he said. “It doesn’t have 
a supercool claw. Besides, you can already move pretty fast.” 

“That’s kind of a relief,” said Maria. “I would worry about those bug-out 
eyes happening to me. That might be a little too weird.” 

“True,” said Charlie. Something on her laptop screen caught her eye. “Wait,” 
she said, clicking on a link. “What about this arowana fish? It’s a real thing. 
Unlike the water monkey.” 

“A fish?” said Maria, wrinkling up her nose. “I thought we agreed no full 
water animals.” 

“Yeah, but this one can jump out of the water and catch bugs.” 

“O-kaaay, gross. And boring.” 

“But it’s really flexible. Check out the tail. I bet you could slap somebody 
with it.” 


Maria perked up a little, so Charlie played a short video that showed the fish 
jumping high out of the water and grabbing a spider from a tree branch. “You’d 
be able to swim. And jump. And slap people.” 

“Ooh,” said Maria. 

“Hey,” Mac said sharply. “Remember what we just talked about five seconds 
ago? The limitative water principal?” 

Charlie smirked. “Right. The ol’? LWP.” 

“Be quiet,” said Mac, trying not to laugh. “That’s what I’m calling it.” 

Maria shrugged. “You’re right,” she said. “Enough of this.” She cleared her 
search and started over. “Now forgetting the water stuff forever.” 

Mac glanced at Charlie. “Speaking of water animals, I just realized you have 
an ability from a sea creature. Do you think your starfish mode allows you to 
breathe underwater, too?” 

Charlie looked up and blinked. “I have no idea.” 

“Have you been swimming since you put the bracelet on?” Maria asked. 

“Not really. Just the water park at Legoland with you two, but I didn’t really 
spend much time underwater. I didn’t notice anything weird.” She thought for a 
moment. “My dad said it was the healing power of a starfish, so I don’t think 
there would be anything else.” 

“But remember what Dr. Sharma told us after we saw Kelly talking to Mr. 
Anderson with that pulsing light?” said Mac. 

Maria nodded. “She said it was probably hypnosis, which is an extension of 
the cuttlefish camouflage ability.” 

“And Dr. Sharma said she hadn’t intended for that to be there,” said Charlie. 
“So maybe my dad didn’t plan for other abilities from these animals, but they 
could be there accidentally.” 

“We can test it out at my house sometime,” said Mac, who had a swimming 
pool. “You never know.” 

“Yeah,” said Maria, “but the hypnosis thing is not technically a different 
ability. It’s another use of the camouflage, so it makes sense that it would be 
there. Charlie’s starfish’s healing ability doesn’t have anything to do with 
breathing underwater.” 

“You’re probably right.” Mac went back to his tablet. 

“We could still test it out sometime, though,” said Charlie. “It’s a hundred 
and ten degrees outside. I know we have a lot to do here, but a swim wouldn’t be 
the worst thing in the world, you know?” 

“Yep,” said Maria. “Mac’s pool is finally just about warm enough for me to 
swim in it. Any water temperature below eighty-eight is too cold for this girl.” 

Charlie shook her head and laughed. “You would not do well in Chicago. If 


Lake Michigan hits seventy we consider it warm.” 

“That sounds like torture,” said Maria. She shivered. 

“Maybe we should start thinking about warm-blooded animals for you, 
Maria,” suggested Mac, typing again. 


Charlie laughed. 
“No, I’m serious,” said Mac. “So Maria can handle cold situations better. A 
weremoose maybe? Were-arctic fox? Or... I know.” He looked up, unable to 


disguise the mischievous expression on his face. 

Maria eyed him warily. “I do not like that look.” 

Mac grinned, trying to look innocent. “What?” 

“Just say it. Get it out there. What ridiculous animal do you have in mind for 
me now?” 

Mac’s face fell. “Werehamster,” he mumbled. “It’s funny.” 

Charlie laughed. “Or, like, a wererabbit. Like Bunnicula!” 

“Dios mio,” muttered Maria. “Bunnicula is a vampire rabbit.” She sounded 
disgusted. “Vampires and werecreatures are not even in the same monster class. 
Good grief, Chuck. Sometimes I’m not sure I can hang out with you anymore.” 

Charlie laughed and sank back against her pillows. “I’m hopeless.” 

Maria raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Anyway, Mac. Hamster not funny.” 

Mac sighed. “Okay, sorry. What’s next?” 

“Oh!” said Charlie, something on her screen catching her eye. “Here we go. 
One of us should definitely have the attack ability of a sarcastic fringehead.” 

“T think we’ve got that covered,” said Mac. 


CHAPTER 9 
Making Progress 


Charlie, Maria, and Mac eventually stopped goofing around and got serious, 
writing down a few real options. That afternoon the scientists and kids, plus Ms. 
Sabbith and Charlie’s mom gathered in the Wilde living room. Dr. Jakande, who 
still wore her soldier bodysuit minus the mask, opened the meeting. She stood 
with the slight unease of a visitor even though she’d been part of the group for 
weeks now. Maybe it was the fact that she hadn’t been able to change herself 
back to normal yet that made her feel apart from the others somehow. It was a 
constant reminder that she’d been on the other side. 

There was something about Nubia’s distance that made Charlie wonder if 
she were entirely trustworthy. She’d felt it off and on ever since the woman had 
joined them. But thoughts like that were always on Charlie’s mind these days. 
She didn’t truly trust anybody except Maria and Mac and her family. Not after 
what she’d seen and experienced. Not after Kelly had turned her back on them. 
And it wasn’t like Nubia had steered clear of Charlie in the battle—the two had 
physically fought. The memories of that clouded Charlie’s view a bit too, she 
supposed. 

Even though Dr. Jakande had apologized and had worked diligently to fix 
things for Maria, maybe Charlie hadn’t quite accepted that the woman’s motives 
were exactly what she said they were. She’d had Maria’s device this whole time. 
Why was it taking her so long to fix it? And a week after Nubia had joined them, 
Charlie had overheard a voice that sounded like Miko coming through the 
communicator in Nubia’s suit. Nubia hadn’t answered Miko, but she’d looked 
around like she was worried someone had overheard. Charlie had kept an eye on 
her after that. She was still wearing the suit, after all. 

In Dr. Jakande’s hand was the Mark Two, nicely polished and fully 
assembled. She held it out to Maria. “All fixed,” she said. The woman glanced at 
Charlie’s dubious expression and added, “And the other doctors checked my 
work. The howler monkey is still there, but it won’t permanently change your 
DNA ever again. You’ll be able to turn it on and off.” She paused. “Are you 


ready to give it a try?” 

Maria jumped up and took it. “I want to but I’m a little scared,” she admitted. 
She turned the device over and studied it. “Are you sure I won’t be stuck like 
that this time?” 

“Pm ninety-nine point nine percent sure,” said Dr. Jakande with a small 
smile. 

Charlie frowned. Was Nubia trying to do something sneaky? “What if you’re 
wrong?” she challenged. 

“Then we immediately inject Maria with the other formula like we did before 
to fix the problem. I kept extra just in case.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie. That seemed okay. 

“How will we know if it happens?” asked Maria. 

“Once you put it on, we’ll have you activate the device and change into your 
monkey form. Then you’ll take the bracelet off. If you change back to your 
human self, we’ve done it right.” She pointed to the device. “I’ve installed a key- 
in code so you can quickly take it off anytime.” 

“That all sounds pretty good.” Maria shrugged—she was surrounded by four 
experts, so her fears were quickly fading. Nubia’s explanation seemed great to 
her. 

Maria took a deep breath, then cringed and slapped the device on her wrist. 
She did the clasp and looked at the screen, then tapped it. The graphics looked 
updated—Nubia had really done a lot of work to improve things. She held her 
finger above the howler monkey icon, then clicked on it. 

Black fur sprouted from her arms and neck and a beard grew from her chin. 
The hair on her head became coarse and fur-like. A tail pushed out. Maria 
reached back and guided it over the waistband of her shorts and let it drop. 

“You look like the same old monkey,” said Charlie. 

Maria hopped a few times, feeling the spring in her step after a few weeks 
without it. It felt good. Like jumping on a trampoline after a long time away. 

“Okay, now take it off.” Nubia gave Maria the code to unlock the bracelet. 
“If the physical traits disappear, then we’re good to go. If they stay, well, then 
it’s back to the drawing board, as they say.” 

Maria glanced nervously at her friends, then entered the code to unlock the 
device. The clasp clicked free and Maria slid the bracelet off her wrist. 

Nothing happened at first. Then a second later all the monkey features 
disappeared and Maria was back to looking like her old self. 

“Whew!” she said. 

“Tt works!” said Charlie, relieved. She felt a pang of guilt for not trusting Dr. 
Jakande. She still wasn’t sure the woman was totally on board with them, but 


everyone else seemed to think so. 

Maria put the bracelet back on, and since it was already set to monkey mode, 
the features immediately returned. She clicked through the various screens, 
landing on the Turbo option and tapping it. Her limbs immediately started 
growing slowly, about four inches each, making her taller than Charlie and Mac 
and giving her the ability to reach farther and jump higher. She checked herself 
over and nodded. “This is just like it was before,” she said. “I love it! Thank you 
so much, Dr. Jakande. I’m so glad to have it back again.” 

“You’re welcome,” said the woman. “But...” 

Everyone looked at her. “But what?” said Maria, alarmed. 

“Oh, it’s nothing to be concerned about,” Dr. Jakande said hastily. “It’s 
just . . . well, two things, really. Let me explain.” She smiled to reassure Maria, 
who looked mystified. “First, I found something while working on the device 
that gave me an idea about how to reverse my own predicament. You see, for 
me, going back to my human form is not as easy. Dr. Gray’s Mark One 
permanently changed my DNA to a panther-human hybrid, but it was different 
from how I set up the Mark Two. Add to that the fact that I . . . well, I don’t have 
any samples of DNA available from my former life. I left that world behind 
years ago, so there’s no way for me to do what we did with yours.” 

While Dr. Jakande talked, Maria quickly powered down the bracelet’s effects 
and returned to normal. She listened solemnly. 

“But I saw something in the device that I want to study again, if you don’t 
mind.” 

“Oh!” said Maria, crestfallen. “Well, sure, if you think itll help you.” She 
wanted Nubia to have the freedom to look human again, too. She unclasped the 
device. “What’s the second thing?” 

“Well, you already know we want to give you an additional wereanimal as 
we gear up for a potential major fight with Victor Gray and his soldiers. So PH 
need the device back for that part anyway.” 

“Well, I figured that,” said Maria, blushing. “And I can’t wait.” 

Sure, she was disappointed that she couldn’t mess around with the bracelet 
now that it was fixed, but this was more important—not to mention exciting. 
Maria held the device out to Nubia. “Here, go for it. Charlie, uh... ,” she said, 
glancing sideways at her friend and then back at the scientist. “Charlie said you 
were maybe looking for . . . our suggestions?” 

“Absolutely. After what happened in the last altercation, I was originally 
thinking of something venomous since that can be so debilitating.” 

“Oh,” said Maria, realizing in that instant that having a poison ability didn’t 
sound fun at all. “Okay. I mean, whatever you think is best.” It was another 


letdown. But Maria knew that the bracelet wasn’t technically hers. It was Dr. 
Jakande’s—or the government’s, she supposed. 

“But,” said Dr. Jakande, “I’ve since changed my mind. I just wasn’t feeling a 
venomous vibe with you, Maria.” 

“You weren’t?” Maria said, looking up. 

“And after thinking about you and my own situation,” Dr. Jakande 
continued, “I realized that the animal should be the kind that you would be most 
comfortable with. So, I’d love your input on what sort of creature feels right.” 

“Really?” Maria asked. She was relieved she wouldn’t have to poison 
anyone. “That would be awesome. I’m . . . not really feeling anything in 
particular yet.” She blushed. “But I’ve been thinking about it.” 

“That’s okay. I’ve got this other work to finish,” Dr. Jakande said, shaking 
the Mark Two. “Keep looking until the right thing clicks.” 

“T will.” 

“PII need to collect your device as well, Mac,” said Dr. Goldstein as he 
walked over to the boy. “For the same reasons.” 

“Sure,” said Mac, excited about what would happen next. 

“Of course, I’d love to hear your ideas as well,” said Dr. Goldstein. 

Mac beamed and handed over the bracelet. “You got it.” 

Charlie looked at her father. “What about the Mark Five? You don’t need 
this, do you?” 

“Sorry, kiddo, but I do. Ms. Sabbith brought more materials for the 
communication and safety systems. And Dr. Sharma’s going to see if we can add 
another animal ability to that one.” 

“Plus, I’ve got some other ideas for making the Five more . . . universal,” Dr. 
Sharma chimed in. 

“PIL keep working on the Mark Six for you, though,” Charlie’s dad 
continued. 

“Oh. Okay.” Charlie punched in her code, took off the Mark Five, and gave 
it to Dr. Sharma. She rubbed her bare wrist. It felt weird not having something 
there . . . not having her abilities after living with them for so long. They’d 
become a part of her. She had so many great ones, and she was really skilled at 
using them now. And they were perfect—they’d be perfect for anyone. 

Suddenly Charlie looked up. “Hey, Dad,” she said. “Since my device is so 
cool, have you ever thought about making copies for Mac and Maria? Then we’d 
all be the same! Or . . . is that too hard?” 

Maria and Mac glanced at each other uneasily. “I’m not so sure I’d want that, 
to be honest,” said Maria. “I mean, I already know how to use mine. I don’t 
really want to change.” 


Mac nodded. “Besides, our devices have cool features that do things yours 
can’t do, Charlie. Like swinging from trees and being able to cut through things 
like concrete.” 

“And protecting us from sharp-clawed attackers, and being able to jump far,” 
said Maria. 

“Right,” said Mac. “We cover the gaps.” He shrugged. “We’re a team. We 
each have our strengths and weaknesses.” 

“And we like it that way,” said Maria. “It’s kind of like in soccer. We’ll get 
rid of the pesky defenders while you take the ball to the goal.” 

Charlie smiled at the analogy. Her friends had a point. And Charlie couldn’t 
imagine giving up her abilities either. Mac’s and Maria’s devices not only had a 
lot to offer, but it was true her friends were already familiar and well-trained 
with them. Starting from scratch with five new powers would take too much 
time to become skilled. Time they didn’t have if they were going to stop Dr. 
Gray from wrecking the whole world. 

“Sounds like we’re settled on that,” said Dr. Goldstein. “Continue your 
research and we’ll send Ms. Sabbith back to Chicago in a few days to get the 
necessary samples. We’ll be ready to start working on that soon. In the 
meantime, we’ve got other tasks to finish.” 

Charlie and Maria grinned and Mac lifted his chin, looking deadly serious as 
he clutched his iPad to his chest. “Time to get down to business,” he said. 


CHAPTER 10 
Easier Than It Looks 


While Dr. Gray worked long days to create and perfect the formula for Miko’s 
condor wings and Braun’s porcupine quills, Kelly and Miko repeatedly hit the 
beach. 

“You’re going to practice this until you can do it in your sleep,” Miko 
declared. 

“Easy for you to say,” said Kelly, “sitting here in the sand.” 

“Tt’s not like I’m getting a tan,” said Miko. “You can imagine how boring 
this is for me, quite honestly. I can’t do anything fun with all these other people 
around. I just have to sit here and not be noticed.” 

“You could swim too,” suggested Kelly. 

Miko blinked. “Hmm,” she said. “I guess I could, couldn’t I?” She thought 
about it for another moment, glanced around, then got up. “All right,” she said. 
“TIl go in with you.” 

“You mean it?” said Kelly, a grin spreading over her face. “Cool, PII use you 
as an obstacle. Let’s go!” 

Miko hesitated. “I... Pm not sure if I can actually swim. You know? I 
haven’t... I mean, not since before.” 

“Before what?” 

“Before I joined Dr. Gray.” 

Kelly looked at her. “How long has it been?” 

“Six years. Almost seven, I guess, since I ended up like. . . this.” 

Kelly nodded sympathetically. “It’s okay. Could you swim before?” 

“Yes.” 

“Do .. . do chimps swim? Does it even matter since you’re human too?” 
Kelly squinted at Miko in the bright sunshine. She wasn’t sure how things 
worked for the soldiers. Miko’s arms were slightly longer than an average 
person’s and she could swing and jump like she was practically floating on air. 
But how much chimp was she, exactly? It was a subject Kelly had been curious 
about since she joined up with Dr. Gray, but she’d always hesitated to ask—it 


seemed like too personal a question. 

Miko gave Kelly a long look, as if she were wondering the same things. “I 
honestly don’t know. My instincts are to go for it, though. I don’t feel afraid or 
anything.” 

Kelly smiled encouragingly. “Well, I’m probably the best person you could 
go into the ocean with,” she said. “I’m kind of famous for rescuing struggling 
swimmers, you know.” Then her grin faded. “I was, anyway.” She started 
walking to the water and Miko fell in step with her. 

“The hype has really died down, hasn’t it?” asked Miko. 

“T guess. I haven’t been able to check since Dr. Gray took my phone.” 

A flicker of concern brushed over Miko’s face. “Yeah. I’m not so sure I like 
that he did that. I mean, I know he doesn’t want to risk any information about his 
experiments accidentally getting out, but you’re just a kid.” 

“Tt died, anyway,” said Kelly. “And I haven’t exactly needed it to phone 
home. I’m sure there hasn’t been any other news about me in a while. I 
disappeared and everybody’s moved on to the next outrageous thing.” 

Miko nodded and slipped her face mask on. “That’s how it usually goes, I 
guess,” she said. They waded into the surf. “This feels nice.” 

“T’m getting to like it more,” Kelly admitted. She dived under, feeling the 
slight shock of cool water on her face. She clicked her dolphin ability on and 
barely cringed when her fin protruded from her back. Then she weaved a bit as 
she swam, enjoying the muted sound of the underwater world. It was almost 
pleasant. She came back up and saw Miko wading in up to her chest, looking 
apprehensive. 

“Just plug your nose and go under for a minute,” Kelly advised. 

“I... can’t. My nose doesn’t really protrude enough for me to plug it.” 

“Oh.” Kelly thought a moment. “Breathe out when you go under, then.” 

Miko nodded. “That’s what I used to do.” She stayed upright as the waves 
lifted her off her feet, then lowered herself underwater. Kelly went under too and 
watched her. The chimp woman floated for a minute, then she flailed and found 
her footing again. Her head surfaced and she coughed once. “Okay, that was a 
little different from what I remember. But not terrible.” 

“Why did you join Dr. Gray’s team?” Kelly asked suddenly, thinking about 
everything that must have changed for Miko once she’d made that decision. 

Miko was taken aback. “Well, to be honest, I needed the money. The 
experiment was a huge commitment, but it came with a big reward.” She 
hesitated. “Dr. Gray was looking for outcasts. Loners. People who could leave 
everything behind.” 

“And... that was you?” asked Kelly gently. 


Miko nodded. “That was me.” She paused. “That was all of us.” 


They swam for a while and Kelly practiced her obstacle course again. Miko went 
into shallower water and moved about, trying to throw Kelly off by jumping and 
splashing and doing handsprings and flips when she neared. Moving and 
avoiding objects was becoming routine for Kelly, and eventually she could 
dodge Miko without having to think about it. 

After a while Kelly turned on her cuttlefish ability and blended to match the 
mottled sandy background of the ocean floor. Then she concentrated even more 
until the mesmerizing pulsing began. 

As a joke, she stayed just below the water and faced Miko, moving slowly 
toward her, completely visible to her friend. She assumed Miko would swiftly 
look away or turn around like she usually did when she knew Kelly was going to 
use her hypnosis ability. But Kelly hadn’t warned her this time, and Miko 
focused an instant too long. She couldn’t pull her gaze away in time. 

Kelly didn’t realize it until she stopped in front of the soldier. Still pulsing 
she stood up, wrung out her ponytail, and lifted her goggles, and saw that Miko 
had a glazed, faraway look in her eyes. Kelly stared. Then she grinned, tempted 
to make Miko do or say something embarrassing. Or to try to get her to tell her 
more secrets about her past. 

She touched Miko’s arm. “Miko?” 

Miko blinked. “Yes?” she said softly. She was completely mesmerized. 

Kelly frowned. She clicked off her cuttlefish ability and slowly the pulsing 
faded. Miko wasn’t some stranger at a zoo that she’d never see again. She 
couldn’t take advantage of her like that. It wasn’t right. 

When Miko snapped out of it, Kelly peered curiously at her. “Are you 
okay?” 

Miko seemed startled to see Kelly standing right there. She shivered and 
hugged herself in the water to try to warm up. “Freezing,” she said. “My suit 
isn’t temperature-controlled like yours. I’m going in.” 

“Okay,” said Kelly. She pressed her lips together, not sure if she should tell 
Miko what had happened. But she figured that since Miko had only been 
hypnotized for a moment and Kelly hadn’t actually done anything to her, she 
didn’t have to explain. Why did she feel guilty, though? 

Miko went back to the beach to try to unobtrusively dry out her fur, though it 
would certainly be a horrible matted mess to brush through once they got to the 
house. 

Kelly continued practicing for a while until she tired of it. Then she joined 
Miko, her heart not quite in it today. “I think I’m ready,” Kelly announced as she 


toweled off. 
“Ready to go back to the lab?” said Miko. 
“No,” said Kelly. “Ready to go after the shark DNA again.” 


CHAPTER 11 
Charlie Chooses a Sixth 


Back in Charlie’s bedroom, the kids tackled their job of picking their new 
animal abilities much more seriously than they had done before. Now that they 
knew the scientists were counting on them, they wanted to get it right. 

Charlie’s wheels were turning. “I wonder what would be the best thing for 
me,” she mused. She’d eliminated everything they’d written down from the zoo 
and the aquariums they’d visited. Nothing seemed like a perfect fit. And she 
already had a really well-rounded set of abilities. But what was missing? What 
was her device’s weakness? She began searching randomly. The room was quiet 
for a long time. 

Over the next few hours Charlie found a number of animals she thought were 
cool. But none of them really seemed like they would add much to what she 
already had—or what her friends could help her with. She put down her laptop 
and started pacing the bedroom. Maybe she was going at this all wrong. She was 
thinking a lot about what was cool. But maybe she should be thinking about 
what would foil the bad guys. Was there anything that would give her an 
advantage over Dr. Gray and his soldiers? And Kelly now, too? 

She looked up suddenly. “That’s it,” she said. “That’s what matters.” 

“What matters?” said Maria. Mac looked up, curious. 

“Kelly.” 

Mac raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 

Charlie explained. “I got to thinking that it would be great if my new ability 
could be something that could combat the soldiers. But we don’t know what new 
abilities Dr. Gray is going to give them. I mean, we can expect one of them to 
have some sort of jellyfish stinger or something. I’m not sure how worried we 
need to be about that.” 

“T’m safe from it, anyway,” said Mac. “With my pangolin suit.” 

“Right. But we’re not sure Dr. Gray will end up using it in the end. But we 
do know one thing.” 

“What Kelly’s abilities are,” said Maria, sitting up. 


“Exactly. So maybe I should try to combat those in some way.” 

“As long as it’s an animal you like and feel good about,” said Mac, “I think 
that’s a great idea.” 

“The thing I feel best about,” said Charlie, her expression stern, “is being 
able to beat Kelly before she beats us. And there’s only one ability she’s got that 
can do us in.” 

“Which one?” asked Mac. 

Charlie looked from Mac to Maria and back again. “The cuttlefish.” 

Maria stared. “Seriously? That’s the one you’re worried about? Not the 
platypus?” 

“Well, sure,” said Charlie. “The platypus spikes would hurt, but I can heal 
pretty quickly and probably still stop her from doing anything if I saw her 
coming. But that’s the important part—what if I don’t see her? It’s her 
invisibility I’m worried about. And worse, the hypnotism thing. That’s really 
scary. What if she tries to convince us that we should help Dr. Gray?” 

The others’ eyes widened at the thought. It was horrifying but entirely 
possible. After what Kelly was able to do to convince all her teachers that she no 
longer went to school at Summit? Convincing her parents that she didn’t exist? 
Charlie was right. That made them all vulnerable. 

“The hypnotism is mostly effective on people who aren’t expecting it,” said 
Mac. “But we know about it. So we can always look away. Nine times out of ten 
I bet that’ ll work.” 

“Good point,” said Charlie. “So it’s the invisibility that is the biggest threat.” 

“What kind of ability can counter that?” asked Maria. 

“I can’t think of anything, unless there’s some animal that spits paint or 
detects motion that the human eye can’t see,” said Mac. He frowned. 

“T know,” said Charlie. “This is a tough one.” 

They sat quietly again, then went back to their research to see if they could 
find any animals that could detect invisible predators. A while later, Charlie 
landed on a page made of gold. “Ahhh,” she said. 

“Did you find something?” asked Mac, leaning over to look at her page. 

“T think so,” said Charlie, skimming the information. 

“What is it?” asked Maria. She scooted around to get a glimpse too. “A pit 
viper? What’s that?” 

“Tt’s a type of venomous snake,” said Charlie. She scrolled and kept reading. 

“T don’t get it,” said Maria. “I thought you were going for something to 
detect Kelly when she’s invisible. Did you change your mind? Are you going to 
try to match her poison with some of your own?” 

“No,” said Charlie. “Not the venom part. This.” She turned her screen to face 


her friends and pointed. “Infrared heat vision.” 

Maria and Mac read the description. “Whoa,” said Mac. “This is pretty cool. 
It’s kind of like those night-vision goggles that hunters use. And spies and stuff 
in the movies.” 

“Yep,” said Charlie, looking smug. 

“But you already have night vision,” said Maria. “From your bat. Won’t that 
work?” 

“No, my echolocation only works when it’s dark. This would allow me to 
see someone invisible like Kelly anytime of the day or night by detecting the 
heat she gives off.” 

“That could really help us out,” said Mac. 

“And the best part about it,’ said Maria, “is that Kelly will never see it 
coming.” 


CHAPTER 12 
More Decisions 


The next day, after spending all morning researching with Mac and Maria, 
Charlie was even more convinced she’d chosen right. “I’m going to go talk to 
my dad,” she announced right before lunchtime. “I’ve made my decision.” 

Mac and Maria stayed behind. Charlie found her father alone in the lab and 
told him her idea. “A pit viper,” Charlie explained, “has heat sensors on its head. 
They’re, like, actual pits near the snake’s eyes—that’s where the name comes 
from.” 

“Hmm,” said Dr. Wilde. “Go on.” 

“Some scientists think the pit viper can use the sensors at the same time as 
their regular eyesight,” Charlie continued. “They use the infrared to detect live 
prey in hiding. Day or night, they can tell if there’s something alive nearby— 
they can see it because its body temperature gives it away. It shows up 
differently to the snake than a tree or a building, for example.” 

“And the tree or building—you can already see those things in the dark with 
your bat sonar.” 

“Right. I mean, with the night vision I’d see a silvery outline of a person, 
too, because people are solid. But it only works in the dark. And I wouldn’t be 
able to tell the difference between, like, a living person and a statue. So with the 
viper’s vision, whether it’s day or night, I’d be able to detect body heat.” 

Her father frowned like he wasn’t quite understanding Charlie’s enthusiasm 
for this feature, but then his face cleared. “Ah,” he said, beginning to nod. “So it 
would help you see Kelly when she uses her camouflage.” 

“Exactly,” said Charlie. 

“Yes,” said Dr. Wilde, leaning forward. “That’s very smart. Not only does 
Kelly have her cuttlefish ability, but that soldier, Morph, also has a chameleon 
camouflage feature. It’s an extremely dangerous power if none of us can see 
them coming.” He scratched his stubbly chin, then squeezed Charlie’s shoulder. 
“Nice thinking. I’m game if you’re settled on it. I reckon this will foil their plans 
pretty well, don’t you?” 


Charlie nodded as Dr. Jakande breezed into the lab with Maria’s device. She 
glanced at Charlie and her father while flipping the high collar of her suit down, 
covering the built-in microphone. “How’s the researching coming along?” 

“Okay, I guess,” said Charlie, eyeing the woman. “Maria is still looking for 
animals. She had a list started, but I think she just scrapped everything on it.” 

The earpiece in Dr. Jakande’s mask crackled and Charlie could hear a 
muffled voice on the other end. She couldn’t make out what the words were. 

“Who’s talking to you?” Charlie asked, trying to act casual. 

Dr. Jakande’s expression was worried—or guilty. Charlie wasn’t sure which. 

“It’s, um... it’s Miko. She tries every now and then to get me to talk to her. 
I’ve thought about answering it so I could maybe, you know, find out where they 
are. But I decided . . . not to.” 

Dr. Wilde smiled sympathetically. “It must be hard not to be in touch with 
your old friends,” he said. “But it’s for the best.” 

“It’s just that ’d thought there might be a way to figure out where they’re set 
up,” Dr. Jakande explained. “That’s all I wanted. I don’t... I don’t miss them.” 

“T doubt Miko would tell you where they are if she’s still loyal to Gray,” said 
Mr. Wilde. “And we don’t want them to suspect we’re looking for them. I 
believe Victor thinks we’re no longer a threat because we’re not organized 
enough—or ambitious enough—to go after him.” 

“Or foolish enough,” agreed Dr. Jakande. 

“So we don’t want to give any hint at all that we’re working to stop them.” 

“Of course not,” Dr. Jakande said quietly. 

Charlie looked at the floor, feeling awkward. And wondering again if they 
could trust Dr. Jakande. 

Luckily the conversation was ended by Maria and Mac, who came running 
into the lab. “What did your dad say?” asked Mac. 

“Thumbs-up,” said Charlie, beaming. “We’re doing it.” 

“Oh,” said Dr. Jakande. “You chose your animal ability?” 

“Yep,” said Charlie. She hesitated. Should she tell her? What if Dr. Jakande 
wasn’t really on their side and going straight back to Dr. Gray or Miko with the 
information? 

“Well?” prompted Dr. Jakande with a grin. “Are you going to keep us in 
suspense?” 

Charlie’s face grew warm. She told the woman what she’d chosen, hoping 
she wouldn’t regret it. 

“That’s a great idea,” said Dr. Jakande. She turned to Mac and Maria. “And 
you two?” 

“We’re not quite at that point yet,” said Maria. 


Mac concurred, then listed off the variety of animals they’d researched for 
Maria. But none of those animals seemed quite right now. 

“T just can’t decide what I want,” Maria lamented. 

“Why don’t we ask you some questions?” said Dr. Jakande. “That might help 
you figure out what you want.” 

“Okay,” said Maria. “Go for it.” 

“First, what do you like and dislike about the monkey feature you already 
have?” 

“T don’t like the howling part,” said Maria. “It’s embarrassing.” 

“Ah, but if you ever get separated from the others, they’ll be able to find 
you,” the biologist pointed out. 

“True,” said Maria. “I hadn’t really thought about that.” She pursed her lips. 
“T love being able to swing up above people’s heads, and do parkour moves like 
running up walls and jumping from building to building. And swinging around 
poles and slamming into the bad dudes.” 

“Those are great things,” Dr. Jakande said. “Is there anything else you don’t 
like about it, though? Or, to rephrase the question, what do you wish you could 
do?” 

“Well,” said Maria thoughtfully, “I’m not very strong or ferocious. You 
know what I mean? I’m not dangerous. I don’t have sharp claws or horns or 
teeth or anything like that. And if I’m out in the open, there aren’t many options 
for jumping and swinging. So that leaves me sort of useless.” 

“Okay,” said Dr. Jakande, nodding approvingly. “You want something a 
little more ferocious. You want to be able to attack someone who is after you 
even if you don’t have something to swing on.” 

“Right. So maybe an animal that would give me some serious power or sharp 
claws and teeth in case we end up fighting in a field, or a parking lot, or 
whatever—that might be good.” 

Dr. Jakande nodded solemnly. “You do have some vulnerabilities as a 
monkey. I agree something to balance out your current abilities is the direction 
we should lean toward. What about physical features? I heard you were quite 
upset at first about the look of the howler monkey changes.” 

“T was,” Maria admitted. “Mostly because I wasn’t expecting it. But the 
worst part was that I thought I’d be stuck like that forever. Now that you’ve 
fixed that part, it’s not so bad. So I guess I’m not going to rule out an animal 
based only on its physical traits. But it’s a factor.” 

“And we have a little leeway with that based on how I put the formula 
together,” said Dr. Jakande, nodding thoughtfully. She turned to Charlie and 
Mac. “Okay, well, it looks like you have a lot to go on now, so come back to us 


with a new list when you’re ready. If it helps, I brought in a set of encyclopedias 
and National Geographic magazines from the library that might give you ideas 
as well. I left them on the table.” 

“Oh cool,” said Mac. “Thanks! I brought a book too.” 

“The one about the lizard?” whispered Maria. 

Before Mac could answer, Dr. Goldstein and Dr. Sharma came in carrying 
sandwiches from the local deli. “How goes the research?” Dr. Goldstein asked. 

The kids filled everyone in on their progress. 

“Got your eye on anything, Mac?” 

“Um, not really.” 

Maria elbowed him. 

Mac gave her the stink-eye. 

Charlie could tell he was nervous to make a suggestion to the biologist. And 
she totally got it. Dr. Goldstein was a genius and Mac was just a kid—even if he 
was pretty great with technology. What if the man thought his idea was dumb? 
Charlie gave him an encouraging look. 

Dr. Goldstein peered quizzically from one kid to the next, not sure about the 
silent conversation going on between them. Then his face cleared. “You know, 
kids, a lot of what we do as professionals is come up with ideas and figure out if 
they’re any good or not. Sometimes we have some pretty crazy ones, too, right?” 
He turned to his fellow biologists, and they nodded. 

“And sometimes they don’t work. But we don’t make fun of an idea that 
isn’t viable,” said Dr. Wilde. “Sometimes that idea can spark a new one that 
leads us to a winner.” 

Mac pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Well,” he admitted, “there’s an animal I 
keep coming back to, but I’m worried that I only want it because it was my 
favorite animal when I was little.” 

“That’s not a bad place to start,” Dr. Goldstein said. “What is it?” 

“It’s called a basilisk lizard,” said Mac. 

“A lizard,” Dr. Goldstein mused. “I’m listening. What does it do?” 

“It can run on water.” 

The scientists exchanged intrigued glances. 

“I can show you—I have my zoo book with me.” He hesitated. “It’s a little 
kid’s book. I don’t read it anymore or anything.” 

“T understand,” said Dr. Goldstein. As Mac went to get it, the scientists 
pulled up the basilisk lizard on their phones. When Mac returned, he opened the 
book to the right page and Dr. Goldstein set his phone down and read it silently. 

Mac’s expression was strained, which made it clear to Charlie just how much 
Mac wanted this to be his second animal. No wonder he’d been so scared to 


suggest it—what if Dr. Goldstein thought it was a bad choice? 

After a moment, Dr. Goldstein set the book down. “This looks promising for 
a number of reasons, Mac,” he said. “I’m very interested in giving you an option 
to be nimbler when you need to be. Don’t get me wrong—your pangolin 
protection mode and your claws for attack are working great. But I’m less 
satisfied with how your suit slows you down. Not to mention the noise it makes. 
It puts a target on you.” 

Mac nodded and looked more hopeful. “Yes,” he said with a rush of air. “I 
was thinking the same thing. I want to be able to sneak up on people.” 

“And walking on water is an excellent feature. Nobody would see that 
coming. You could get places no one else could go. I’m going to read up on this 
lizard some more. The mechanics of it seems promising.” 

“Cool,” said Mac lightly, but he looked like he was holding back a wide grin. 
Charlie held her hand up to high-five him. He slapped it and then bumped fists 
with Maria. The grin came out. 

The scientists laughed. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” asked Dr. Sharma. 
“Nice presentation.” 

“Thanks,” said Mac. 

“Mind if I hang on to this book for a few days?” asked Dr. Goldstein. 

“Not at all,” said Mac. 

The man tucked the book under his arm and picked up his lunch. “Let me 
know if anything else strikes your interest.” 

“T will.” 

The three kids returned to Charlie’s room, this time determined to focus on 
Maria’s new animal. Maria was starting to wonder if they’d ever find the right 
one for her. 


CHAPTER 13 
Maria Begins to Doubt 


The scientists had entrusted the three friends to do this very important job. Mac 
and Charlie had chosen their animals well, and they wanted to continue to prove 
that they made good decisions by finding something right for Maria. They began 
jotting down notes as they paged through encyclopedias and other books and 
magazines full of animals. Every now and then they’d share an interesting 
finding with one another. 

“The cone snail has enough venom to kill twenty people,” Charlie remarked. 

Maria wrinkled her nose. “A snail? Slimy. No thanks.” 

“The poison dart frog is pretty awesome,” said Mac. “You could be bright 
blue—that would be cool. But if we touch you, we’re basically dead.” 

“So much death, you two,” Maria muttered. “Can’t I be ferocious but in a 
non-killing way? Like scary and able to fight, but not to accidentally kill my best 
friends?” 

“T’d prefer that too,” Charlie said. 

They went silent again, and then Maria muttered something about a grizzly 
bear. She seemed to rule that out too, for reasons unknown. “Hyena?” she said. 

“T thought you didn’t want anything with a strange howl,” said Mac. 

“Oh yeah.” 

“What about a spider—” 

“NO.” 

“Okay, okay,” Mac said. “I’m with you on that one—just thought Pd 
mention it.” 

Charlie flipped past a whole section of poisonous creatures in pursuit of 
something ferocious. “How about a hippopotamus?” Charlie suggested after a 
long silence. “They’re the most dangerous animal in Africa. They can destroy a 
whole vehicle.” She looked up. “You could take out the white van!” She showed 
Maria a picture. 

“Qué bárbaro,” muttered Maria. “Hippos are huge. I wonder what features 
Pd take on. The mouth is great, but it seems like it would be uncomfortable to 


open it that wide.” She rubbed her jaw, imagining it, then looked at the other 
stats. “It can run fast, so that’s a plus. But I’m not sure growing to thirteen feet 
long and three thousand pounds would be very convenient—that could really 
hurt. Plus, it’s hard to hide a hippo, as they say.” 

“Who says that?” asked Mac. 

“T guess I do.” Maria hesitated. She looked doubtful. “I’m starting to wonder 
if we’ll ever find the perfect one. Let’s just put hippopotamus on the list with a 
question mark. It has some of the things I like, anyway.” 

Charlie patted Maria’s shoulder sympathetically while Mac wrote it down. 
They searched on. 

“Any interest in snakes?” Charlie asked. “Nonpoisonous, I mean,” she 
hastened to add. “A python has teeth to catch prey, but then it squeezes it to 
death.” 

“No snakes,” said Maria decisively. Then she added, “I think Pd like an 
animal that nobody else has.” 

“So that’s ano on the African elephant, too, I take it?” said Mac. 

“You are correct, my clunky friend.” She looked up at him. “What’s on the 
new list so far?” 

“Uh,” said Mac, looking at his notes, “hippopotamus.” 

“That’s it?” 

“Yep.” 

“Sheesh,” Maria said. “I’m so picky.” 

“Tt’s fine to be picky,” said Charlie. “You didn’t get to choose the monkey, 
and the shock of that one nearly put you out of commission.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m over that shock. The monkey, anyway. Now that I know my 
appearance will change, I’m pretty good with the idea of it, I guess. It’s . . . it’s 
kind of exciting, you know?” 

Charlie tilted her head. Maria didn’t sound very excited. She sounded more 
like she was trying to convince herself that she was. 

“But still,” Maria went on, “some animals seem like a better choice than 
others when you take the physical changes into consideration. There are 
definitely things I don’t want.” 

“T would imagine any new animal is going to take some getting used to,” 
Charlie replied. “Like Dr. Jakande said, you should choose something you really 
want. An animal that you like. Let’s keep searching until we find the exact right 
thing.” 

Maria nodded at Charlie. “Thanks,” she said. 

Several minutes went by, and then Maria said, “Hmm.” 

Charlie looked over. “What? Did you find something?” 


“All this time I was thinking I didn’t want to be a reptile, so I’ve been 
skimming past those. But then I landed on this page about alligators.” 

Mac perked up. “Totally ferocious,” he said. “But crocodiles are better.” 

Maria scoffed. “Better how? They’re practically the same thing. I like 
alligators.” 

“Well,” said Mac, moving to his iPad and typing swiftly. “I read once about 
the Nile crocodile—they can grow to be twenty feet long and they’ve killed 
more people than alligators have. Or something like that.” 

“Isn’t that a book?” asked Charlie. “Nile, Nile, Crocodile?” 

“That’s Lyle,” said Maria, rolling her eyes. She turned to Mac. “And that’s 
exactly my point. I just want to scare people and be able to defend myself and 
you two. I think an ordinary, smallish alligator is more than tough enough.” She 
studied the page. “Besides, I like the wider shape of the alligator snout better 
than the pointy shape that the crocodile has. I’m a little worried, I guess... ,” 
she confessed. “Like what if my brain gets smooshed if my head changes too 
drastically?” Her brow furrowed as if she were picturing how her body might 
change. “Maybe I’m not so ready for a second animal after all,” she muttered. 

The other two were skimming the details and didn’t hear her. “The 
alligator’s teeth are hidden when its mouth is closed,” Charlie noted. “The 
crocodile looks like it’s grinning because some of the bottom teeth stick up over 
the top ones.” 

“See, Mac?” said Maria. “Alligators even have better orthodontics. No need 
for braces. And maybe not quite as hard to get used to as a croc mouth would 
be.” She frowned. 

Mac shrugged. “It’s your animal. I’m just saying the crocodile is what I’d 
choose.” 

“Good thing it’s my choice, then,” said Maria, sitting up. “Put alligator on 
the list.” 

Mac obeyed and didn’t argue further. 

By the time dinner was ready, they were getting tired of all this research. 
And Maria, picturing herself as an actual hippo or an alligator, was starting to 
doubt both options and question her choices. Charlie was right—the howler 
monkey had taken a lot of getting used to. It had been so . . . so shocking to turn 
into an animal. Was she fooling herself, thinking that taking on features of a 
hippo or alligator was really going to be no big deal? 

She’d have to get through it. What choice did she have? If they were going 
up against the soldiers with new abilities, she was going to need another animal 
no matter what. Anything she picked would alter her body in some way. Could 
she really be as brave about it as she thought she’d be? With grim determination, 


Maria knew she had to suck it up and handle whatever came her way for the sake 
of humankind. This was not fret time—it was fight time. And boy, was she 
going to fight. 


CHAPTER 14 
Some Unexpected News 


That night Maria called Charlie. 

“What’s up?” asked Charlie. “Did you finally make up your mind?” 

“T’m sorry, but I have to go away,” said Maria. 

“What? Where? You can’t leave! We need you.” 

Maria sounded torn. “I’m heading to Puerto Rico. Abu Yolanda called. She 
asked for help cleaning up her community—things have been a mess there from 
the hurricane but they finally have their electricity back. She wondered if I 
would come for a week to lend a hand.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie, softening immediately. “Of course, you should definitely 
go.” She hesitated. “When are you leaving?” 

“Next Friday.” 

“Oh cool. That’s soon.” Charlie was relieved. Maria would probably return 
before anything important happened. 

“Yeah,” said Maria. “I hope it doesn’t mess up the plans.” 

“Tt won’t,” said Charlie. “You’ll be back before we know it.” She felt glum, 
though. She didn’t want to be away from her friend, not even for a week. “Does 
Mac know?” 

“Yeah. He’s bummed but he understands.” 

“T wish we could go with you,” said Charlie. 

“T wish you could come too. Abu could use more help.” 

“Aren’t your parents going?” 

“Nope. Sin padres, chica. They have the boys for the summer. Plus, Ken has 
to work.” 

“Dang. That’s too bad.” Charlie blinked and an idea began to form. She 
thought about the amount of work the scientists still had to finish before they 
could go after Dr. Gray. Then she thought about all the news reports she’d heard 
about the devastation in Puerto Rico: people without water or electricity, trees 
blocking roads, cars flipped over. Finally, she thought about her abilities. 
Strength would really come in handy there, she imagined. If the Mark Six was 


ready in time, her powers could be used to help those in need. 
“Hey,” she said softly, putting all her thoughts together. “Maybe we should 
go with you.” 


An hour later Charlie had talked to her parents and Mac had talked to his, and 
then they’d all talked to one another. They agreed it was a great opportunity for 
the kids to lend a hand where it was needed, and Charlie’s parents were glad it 
would give the kids a chance to get away from the lab and do something good 
besides focusing on fighting a monster of a scientist. 

When it was settled, Charlie got Maria back on the phone. “I can go!” she 
shouted. 

“T know! Hooray!” Maria yelled. 

“And Mac’s coming too!” they both said together. 

“Oh my gosh,” Charlie said as the reality set in. The three best friends were 
going to Puerto Rico together. “I can’t believe it. I’m really glad we can help 
Yolanda and her neighbors.” 

“And maybe if we work really hard, we’ll get some of Abu’s cooking,” said 
Maria. 

They discussed the trip for a while, and then Charlie moved the conversation 
to the work they were doing to stop Dr. Gray. “This means we need to focus 
hard to help the scientists before we leave,” she said. “So they can be ready for 
action when we come back. We have to stay ahead of Dr. Gray no matter what. 
You know what this means, Maria.” 

“Yup,” said Maria. “It means I need to make a decision.” 

“That’s right. Have you?” 

“As a matter of fact, I have.” 

Charlie’s eyes widened. “What animal?” 

“Can I talk to Dr. Jakande first? I want to get her opinion. Is she still there?” 

Charlie made an impatient sound, then went to the lab where the scientists 
were just packing things up for the evening. “Dr. Jakande,” Charlie announced, 
holding out the phone, “Maria wants to talk to you.” 

The panther woman looked startled, then set down her things and took the 
phone. “Is everything okay?” she asked. The doctor listened for a long moment, 
and then she smiled. “I agree, Maria,” she said. “That is an excellent choice.” 


CHAPTER 15 
Making Wings 


Miko and Kelly entered the lab to see what Dr. Gray had in mind for them that 
day. Scattered on the table were the results of Fang’s and Morph’s recent 
evaluations. Kelly studied them curiously. On Morph’s pages, “crab claw” was 
circled with a question mark next to it. “Chameleon” was crossed off. On 
Fang’s, “rattlesnake” had a check mark next to it. Wolf was underlined twice 
with a few words in Dr. Gray’s familiar scrawl: “Loyalty. Subspecies?” 

Her eyes wandered to a clipboard near the landline phone. On it was a list of 
every zoo and aquarium in California. All of them had been scratched off and 
the word “banned” was written next to each one. At the bottom of the page were 
the letters “GDL” with three question marks. 

Kelly wasn’t sure what any of this meant. 

The scientist beckoned to Miko. “Your formula is ready,” he said gruffly. 
“And with any luck the machine should be working. I ran an H?O test and all 
seemed well.” 

Prowl, from the doorway, looked up curiously. He still hadn’t had a 
discussion with Dr. Gray about what his second animal would be. The wings 
would have been a good choice for him, he thought. He tried not to let his 
jealousy show—he wouldn’t want Miko to feel badly about it. It wasn’t her 
fault. It just seemed like Dr. Gray cared less and less about them, and their 
feelings and ideas, lately. 

Gray used to consult with them all a lot more—he used to care about what 
they wanted, like with their initial animal. But not so much lately. He’d been in a 
terrible mood for the past two days, but no one knew why. 

Miko bounded over to Dr. Gray, nimbly hopping over a lab table in her 
haste, while Kelly came and stood nearby to watch. 

“Are you ready for this?” Dr. Gray barked at the chimp woman. 

“Now?” she asked. “Like, right now?” She looked around nervously, 
confused by Dr. Gray’s harsh demeanor. “Are you sure it’s ready?” 

Dr. Gray frowned at her. “Of course. I said it was.” 


Miko flushed. “I’m sorry. I’m just nervous.” 

The scientist grunted. He turned to the workstation in front of him and the 
genetic mist machine. It was the reconstructed masterpiece that he’d forced 
Charlie’s dad and the other scientists to build for him during their captivity—the 
machine he hadn’t been able to create on his own after all these years. And even 
though it had been broken in the fight, Gray had managed to gather the pieces 
before he fled. 

It had taken him a while, but he’d finally got them put together properly 
again, and he was eager to test it out for real. With some slight alterations, this 
was the thing that would make his dreams come true. But its current form was 
perfect for the task at hand. 

Dr. Gray poured a small amount of formula into the machine, which 
reminded Kelly of some kind of fancy espresso machine with an oxygen mask 
attached. He turned it on. It whirred, and Kelly could see a cloudy mist welling 
up inside through a glass window. 

“Come on, then,” the scientist said, glancing at Miko. “I haven’t got time to 
waste. Take your suit off so it doesn’t hinder the wings.” 

Miko had trouble controlling her nervousness. She pulled one hairy chimp 
arm out of her suit, followed by the other. Then she pushed the suit down to her 
waist, revealing tufts of fur poking out of the arm and neck openings of her tank 
top. Dr. Gray took a scissors and cut a slit down the back of her top. 

“Have a seat.” Dr. Gray pointed to a stool in front of the lab table. Then he 
explained what Miko would be doing. 

“Rest your chin in this little holster,” he said, “and when you’re ready, put on 
the mask. Breathe normally until after the mist is gone and you feel something 
tingling. Then you can pull back.” 

Miko’s eyes widened, but she did what she was told. She rested her chin on 
the curved bar and glanced anxiously at Kelly and Dr. Gray. Then she strapped 
the mask to her face and took a breath. 

Dr. Gray muttered something to her that Kelly supposed was meant to sound 
reassuring. He turned to observe Miko’s back, where the wings would emerge 
once the formula kicked in. 

Miko kept inhaling and exhaling. Her fists clenched and unclenched on the 
table. 

“You’re doing great,” Kelly called out. 

“Remember to keep breathing even after the mist has disappeared,” said Dr. 
Gray. “Wave your hand when you start to feel tingling on your back.” 

Eventually the mist cleared. After a moment, Miko waved her hand. 

“All right. You can take it off,” said Dr. Gray. 


Miko took off the mask and pulled her face away from the mist chamber. 

“What do you feel?” Dr. Gray asked Miko. 

“The skin on my back is tight. It’s trying to stretch.” 

“Good, good.” Dr. Gray seemed to relax a bit, and laid a hand between her 
shoulder blades. A moment later Miko shifted uncomfortably and made an odd 
noise. “Oh! Something weird is happening!” 

Dr. Gray pulled his hand away. Black and white feathers burst out of Miko’s 
back. Kelly gasped. Dr. Gray stepped farther out of the way. 

The chimp woman cried out again in surprise, but she didn’t seem to be in 
pain. “Wow!” she said, turning to look over her shoulder as the wings reached 
their full extensions. “Holy cow, they’re big! And heavy.” 





Dr. Gray examined the wings all over. He stretched them out, then folded 
them, testing their joints, and seemed extremely pleased. “Can you move them?” 

Miko strained, trying to figure out which muscles to use. The wings bounced 
a little. 

“Great,” said Dr. Gray. “Keep at it. Once you get used to controlling them, I 
imagine you’ ll be able to tuck them in closer.” 

“T hope so.” Miko turned to Kelly, eyes worried. “What about my head? Is it 
still normal?” 

“Hmm. Just a little pink,” said Kelly, coming closer to see the wings. 

“What?” cried Miko. Her hands flew to her face. 

“Pm kidding,” said Kelly. “It’s normal. You don’t have an ugly condor 
head.” 

“Whew,” said Miko, visibly relieved. She checked the rest of her body, 
finding nothing else had changed, and returned her attention to her wings, 
straining to see the reflection in the window. 

Nearby Prowl studied her new appendages and seemed impressed. “Nice. 
But they’ Il be difficult to hide in public.” 

“We’ll come up with something to cover them,” said Dr. Gray, giving Prowl 
an annoyed look. “That can be your job.” 

Prowl narrowed his eyes. “Is that supposed to be a punishment?” 

“Whatever you want to call it,” Dr. Gray said lightly. 

Prowl stiffened and turned back to the window. 

“Let’s go to the mirror,” Kelly suggested to Miko. “Then you can see better.” 

Miko looked to Dr. Gray for permission to leave, and he nodded slightly. 
“Hurry back, though,” he said. 

The two barely heard him as they went off to the bathroom to check out 
Miko’s wings. 

“What’s his problem?” whispered Kelly. 

“T don’t know,” said Miko. “Cyke and Morph were gone yesterday checking 
out zoos and came back empty-handed. Maybe Dr. Gray is running out of DNA 
to work on now that mine is done.” 

“Hmm.” Kelly wondered if the clipboard zoo notes with “banned” written all 
over them had anything to do with Morph and Cyke’s failure to get DNA. She 
hoped that didn’t mean she and Morph would be stuck camo-ing their way 
through all the collecting from now on. Morph was dull and the only thing quick 
about her was her stupid punchy crab claw. 

They stood in front of the broad mirror, Miko turning so that her back was to 


it and looking over her shoulder. The wings were thick at their base and hung at 
odd angles. 

“I have a handheld mirror that I brought from home,” Kelly said. “Pll be 
right back.” She left and returned with it, then helped Miko hold it up so she 
could see her back better. 

“Can you flap them?” said Kelly. “Have you figured out how to?” 

Miko’s look of concentration affirmed that she was trying. The wing joints 
moved a little. Then they moved a lot, haphazardly. “This might take a while,” 
she murmured, still watching herself in the mirror. She kept at it for several 
minutes until the wings were moving together. With an enormous strain, she 
made them fold in like a feathery backpack. 

“Okay,” she said. “That was a workout. A bit of a learning curve, but I’m 
sure it’ll come.” Still, her face held a hint of concern. “Prowl made a good point. 
I can’t really hide them,” she said. “I mean, I’m not stupid—I knew that would 
be a problem. Dr. Gray said . . . Well, he insisted Pd be okay with it. It’s 
just...” She glanced at Kelly in the mirror. “It’s just that I was getting used to 
going outside without my mask. But now... yeah. Not so much going outside at 
all.” 

Kelly frowned. “We’ll figure out a way to hide them if you want to. But you 
could just fly out in public, you know. Way up above people’s heads so they 
can’t tell what you are.” 

Miko recoiled at Kelly’s insensitive choice of words. Her face hardened. 
“What am I?” 

Kelly looked down. “Oh my gosh. Sorry. I meant . . . people wouldn’t expect 
you to be human if you were flying above them.” 

“But I am human,” said Miko. 

“Right, of course, I know,” Kelly hastened to say. “You just have ...a 
unique look. More so now than before.” When Miko’s face didn’t change, Kelly 
said more quietly, “I’m just going to stop talking now. Other than to say I’m 
sorry again. And I think you look wonderful. Your feathers are really shiny.” 

“Thank you,” said Miko, softening a bit. But the fearful look remained. 
Having wings would clearly take some getting used to, just like when she’d first 
become a hybrid. Abruptly she turned and headed out of the bathroom. “C’mon, 
Kel. Let’s go see what these can do.” 

Kelly followed Miko out of the building. As they went past Prowl, he 
stopped them. “Did you hear the announcement? Gray didn’t wait for you.” 

“What was it this time?” asked Miko. 

Prowl looked annoyed. “We’re leaving San Diego. Now that he knows the 
machine works, it’s time to kick his plans into high gear and he needs more 


DNA. And apparently we’re banned from parks across the whole state.” 

“What?” said Kelly, going pale. “Because of me?” 

“Not just you,” Prowl said, with a hint of kindness. “Cyke and me, too. 
Anyway, Gray thinks that the SeaWorld people alerted the other zoos and 
aquariums in the area about us. He’s paranoid they’ve got the whole country’s 
various attractions on the lookout.” 

“The whole United States?” said Miko. “No wonder he’s been cranky today. 
What are we going to do? Where will we go?” 

Prowl narrowed his eyes. “Dr. Gray said he has some associates in 
Guadalajara. We’re going to Mexico.” 


CHAPTER 16 
On the Road 


While the soldiers spent the day before their departure prepping for the journey, 
Dr. Gray finished the formula for Braun and arranged for their arrival in Mexico. 
Once he had all the details secured, he called Kelly into the lab. 

“You have your passport, right?” he asked her. 

“Yes,” said Kelly. “I took it from home when I hypnotized my parents, like 
you asked me to.” 

“Good. You probably won’t need it, but bring it just in case.” 

Kelly frowned. “Why wouldn’t I need it? You need one to get into Mexico— 
I was just there with my mother.” She paused, thinking. “And I’ve been 
wondering: How are the soldiers going to get into another country? They’ll have 
to take their masks off and they don’t even look human.” Kelly folded her arms 
and said knowingly, “They’ll never make it through customs. I mean, Miko has 
wings now. Maybe you should’ve waited until later. . . .” 

“Tt’s under control,” said Dr. Gray quietly. “Don’t worry about it. I have an 
old friend—a Mexican official—who will meet our plane and take us in without 
asking any questions. That’s all you need to know.” 

“Like a government official?” Kelly asked. “Somebody who’s friends with 
the people you work for in our government?” 

Dr. Gray’s eyes flared. “No—I mean, yes. It’s under control,” he said again, 
clipping his words this time. 

It sounded shady. And a little scary. “Why do I need my passport, then?” 

The scientist’s face turned red. “In case I decide to leave you in Mexico,” he 
said indignantly, “for asking too many questions.” 

Kelly stared at the man. What a horrible thing to say, she thought. Tears 
burned her eyes and threatened to spill. She pushed her chair back and ran out of 
the office. 

Dr. Gray called after her. “Kelly, come back.” 

But Kelly kept going. And the old questions returned. What was Dr. Gray’s 
real goal? If he was working for the government, why did he have to be so 


sneaky? Why couldn’t the government help him get the DNA he needed, rather 
than making him drag everybody to some faraway place in Mexico that wasn’t 
even a resort town? What he was planning to do sounded illegal. Would the 
government want him to do that? They must have told him to do it this way. But 
it seemed weird. 

Kelly didn’t have any answers. As she burst out of the house into the yard to 
get some air, she saw Miko out there alone, trying to figure out how to fly. The 
chimp woman gave a lackluster wave. 

Kelly wiped her eyes and went over to her. “How’s it going?” 

“Slow. The wings are heavy and floppy and I’m... I’m having trouble. . . .” 
Miko’s eyes grew shiny. She couldn’t speak for a moment. 

Kelly forgot her own pain and reached out a hand. “Are you okay?” 

“Tt’s just hard,” Miko whispered. “Frustrating.” She turned her head away. 

“You’re like a baby bird,” said Kelly. “It takes time to learn. But soon you’ ll 
be great at it. Just as great as you are at being a chimp.” 

Miko nodded. She took a deep breath and blew it out. “Thanks. I’m fine. I 
just need to work more at it.” She looked up at a low-flying airplane that had 
taken off from the nearby airport and shook her fist at it. “I think it’s mocking 
me.” 

“TIl help you if you want. Or at least hang out and watch. Like you did for 
me at the beach.” 

“That would be nice,” said Miko. She laughed, a little embarrassed by her 
momentary breakdown. “I can’t see what I’m doing, you know? Can you maybe 
just watch me and tell me what I’m doing wrong?” 

“Sure, Pl try,” said Kelly. “Go for it.” 

Miko ran through the backyard, wings flapping awkwardly, while Kelly 
shouted out suggestions and encouragement. She forgot about Dr. Gray’s cruel 
words for the moment. But her uneasy feeling about his real motives was 
beginning to grow. 

By the time darkness fell, Miko had managed multiple liftoffs after which 
she flew for a few seconds. But each successful takeoff ended with a crash to the 
ground, for she was still unable to maintain momentum. 

Finally, exhausted and bruised, Miko called it a day. They went inside to 
pack for their trip. Then they checked in with Prowl, who was nearly finished 
sewing a canvas wing cover for Miko. He said it would look like she was 
wearing a large backpack. “Pll have it to you by morning,” he promised. “See 
you bright and early.” 

Kelly and Miko turned in for a few hours of sleep. 


Way too early the next morning, nobody seemed particularly excited to be 
awake. 

Kelly stumbled into the kitchen to get breakfast and ran into Miko, who was 
carrying a floppy piece of canvas that had straps attached to it. 

“How did you sleep?” Kelly asked, noticing Miko’s red-rimmed eyes. 

“Terrible,” said Miko, pointing her thumb at the wings. “I can’t lie on my 
back anymore. My muscles are so sore from practicing and falling. I’m covered 
in bruises.” She groaned as she lifted the coffeepot and poured a cup. 

“Tt’ll probably be a while before flying becomes totally second nature,” 
Kelly said, trying to sound encouraging. “But you came a long way yesterday.” 

“A long way down, maybe,” said Miko, rubbing her lower back. “I can 
hardly walk.” 

“T can help you carry your stuff,” said Kelly. She pointed to the canvas. “Is 
that your wing covering?” 

“Yeah. Prowl left it outside our door. I’m not sure how to put it on.” 

“Let me see.” Kelly examined it, then slipped what looked like the bottom 
part under Miko’s wings. She helped Miko slide her aching arms through the 
straps and tightened them, which brought the upper part of the pack in place over 
the top of the wings. 

Miko adjusted the straps to fit snugly. “Is this right?” 

“Yeah.” Kelly looked her over. “It’s nice.” It should sufficiently cover 
Miko’s wings and hold them in so she would blend more easily in a crowd. And 
it looked like a backpack, as promised. It might be large and a bit bulky, but 
Kelly figured no one would suspect the woman had wings under it. “I think it’ll 
work great. A few nice buttons or patches would make it downright cute.” 

“Thanks. Maybe you can help me decorate it in Mexico,” said Miko, but she 
didn’t seem enthused. When they finished eating, Kelly picked up Miko’s 
luggage and carried it, along with her own, to the van in the dark. Miko sat by 
the window in the second row. Kelly got in after the chimp woman and sat down 
behind her. Kelly fidgeted with her Mark Four and checked the time. “I’ve never 
been to Guadalajara before,” she said idly. “I wonder how long the flight is.” 

“Tt’s a few hours,” said Miko. “Dr. Gray rented a private plane, so that makes 
everything . . . easier. I guess.” Miko sat awkwardly against the seat, her 
backpack full of wings keeping her from relaxing against the seatback. She 
looked uncomfortable. “Easier for people who look like me, anyway.” 

Kelly grimaced and changed the subject. “So, are we just leaving the van at 
the airport? Are we coming back here? Like, ever?” They had to. Right? Fear 
struck Kelly. What if they were never coming back to the United States? 

“Cyke’s dropping us off. He and Morph and Fang will be driving the van to 


Mexico later with the equipment. Prowl told me he thinks we’ll come back here 
once we get all the right DNA.” 

That was a relief, though Kelly wasn’t quite sure why. She had no one to 
come home to. She pushed the lonely thought aside. “What kinds of animals are 
we looking for in Mexico?” 

“Jellyfish, for one. They’ve got a jellyfish display and a culture lab at the 
Guadalajara Zoo,” said Miko. “I saw the website open on Dr. Gray’s computer. 
Maybe they have the right kind there or something. The Mexican wolf is an 
animal Dr. Gray mentioned once, too, though he already has a different kind of 
wolf DNA leftover from Fang. And, of course, the elusive shark, if we can find 
one. I’m not sure what else.” 

Kelly frowned. “It seems like we should be able to find those all in the 
United States. Does Dr. Gray really think all the zoos and aquariums will be 
watching out for us? That’s nuts. Besides, why can’t Morph and I just sneak in 
using our camouflage? I mean, it’s not my first choice spending that much time 
with her. But if it means we can stay here, why not?” 

“Dr. Gray is paranoid,” Miko said, sounding annoyed. “I don’t understand 
him lately.” She bit a hangnail on her monkey-like finger and spit it out. Then 
she examined it. Satisfied, she glanced out the window as Prowl came up. “But 
traveling by plane is kind of cool, I guess. We don’t usually get to see much of 
the world except through the van windows these days.” 

“Who’s the Mexican wolf for?” asked Kelly. “Me?” She hoped she wouldn’t 
get the shark or the jellyfish. She had too many water abilities already. 

“T doubt it,” said Miko. “You heard what Dr. Gray said. Yours will 
mysteriously come later.” She made a face. 

Kelly sat back and studied Miko. It sounded like she didn’t think Dr. Gray 
had meant what he said. Why were things so confusing with this group? 

Prowl slung his bag into the back of the van with the rest of the luggage. 
“Mexican wolf?” he asked. “Hmm. Wonder if that’s for me. A mix of canine and 
feline could be interesting. Though you’d think I’d be consulted.” He sniffed. 

“That combo could be a disaster,” Miko declared. “You’d be constantly 
fighting with yourself.” 

Prowl scowled at her and sat next to Miko. “We’ll see what happens, I 
guess.” He looked back at the house impatiently—now that he was here, he was 
ready to get moving. Soon Dr. Gray came out of the building and held the door 
as Mega and Braun, the bull soldier, came outside. Braun was sporting new 
porcupine quills under an oversized coat. Apparently he’d gotten his moment 
with the mist machine last night. He walked gingerly, bickering with Mega as he 
often did. Neither seemed to be early morning people. They stopped talking 


abruptly when they got to the van. 

Dr. Gray locked up the lab and followed. The three stashed their luggage and 
Dr. Gray slammed the rear door shut. The two soldiers eased their large bodies 
into the back with Kelly, and Dr. Gray went to the front passenger seat. 

Braun snorted and shuffled to his seat. Kelly eyed his quills, which were 
showing through the opening in his jacket. She swiftly slid over to smash herself 
against the window, trying to stay clear. She didn’t like the bull and rhino 
soldiers much. They usually ignored her, and that was just fine. They were 
cranky and loud, and they often argued about the fact that Mega was going to get 
the shark DNA. It sounded to Kelly like Braun wished he’d get that instead. It 
made Kelly feel uneasy. It seemed silly to argue when everyone was getting a 
new animal feature—they would all be excellent abilities, Kelly was confident of 
that. Dr. Gray was all about research and finding the best of everything, and 
porcupine quills were really dangerous, which was cool. So what was Braun’s 
beef? 

Soon they were on the road. With Morph and Fang staying behind, only Zed 
was missing from their team. Nobody mentioned her. 

Dr. Gray was quiet in the front seat, poring over his tablet, no doubt doing 
more research. Everybody else was quiet too, but it didn’t feel pleasantly so. 
Prowl’s sharp eyes followed the line of the roadside. Miko shifted 
uncomfortably. Braun farted and Mega slapped him, then cried out because a 
quill pierced her hand. 

“Settle down,” Dr. Gray muttered, not even bothering to look back. There 
was a Strained tension in the air that had been developing ever since they’d left 
Navarro Junction. Everyone was anxious to move forward and get their new 
abilities. But then what? More testing? When would he determine what the 
ultimate chimera would be like? And who was getting it? Was that Kelly’s 
special surprise—an updated Mark Four device with all the best features? 
Nobody seemed to know. 

Kelly reached into her pocket for the cell phone that wasn’t there, then 
laughed at herself—she hadn’t done that in a long time. The action had once 
been so automatic every time she was stuck in a vehicle with one of her parents 
and didn’t want to talk. She thought she’d broken the habit by now. Kelly looked 
around sheepishly to make sure no one had noticed, and caught her reflection in 
the van window. She was almost startled by it. Here she was in this van full of 
animal hybrid soldiers and a strange scientist, heading to Mexico to collect 
animal DNA from a zoo. It was super strange when she thought about it. 

She glanced at the device on her wrist. Maybe she could play a trick on 
Braun by hypnotizing him. But the idea didn’t sound nearly as fun as it had 


when Kelly was first learning about her new powers. Besides, Mega was sitting 
on the other side of him, and if she noticed, she’d just be cranky and make Kelly 
stop. 

Kelly glanced at Miko, who was perched at the edge of her seat, strapped in 
by her seat belt but unable to sit back properly. She was looking out her window, 
her eyes shining again, and Kelly felt a wave of emotion for her. Wings were 
great . . . until they weren’t. Miko’s life had just changed dramatically, Kelly 
realized. Was her chimp-condor friend having an even harder time getting used 
to it than she’d let on? Kelly wanted to reach over the seat and take Miko’s hand 
and assure her that she’d get used to the wings over time, but she felt weird 
about doing that. Miko was a grown woman, and Kelly was just a kid who was 
still pretty new here. It didn’t seem like she could offer any real assurance. 
Besides, Kelly wasn’t very good at close friendships. Sure, she was the most 
popular kid in her class—at least she used to be—but she’d never really gotten 
close with anyone. Maria was about as close as she’d ever gotten. But Maria had 
her best friends, Mac and then Charlie. 

Not that Maria was even a distant friend anymore. 

Kelly sighed and rested her head against the window, her breath fogging the 
pane, making the nearing airport lights seem like bright stars muted by a thin 
layer of clouds. Cyke stopped the van alongside a private hangar. Dr. Gray 
opened his door and all the interior lights turned on, making everyone blink. 
They piled out and collected their luggage, then trudged to a small plane. They’d 
be well on their way before sunrise with no annoying security lines to go 
through. That’s a plus, thought Kelly. 

As they boarded, the pilot poked his head out of the cabin to greet them. 
Kelly glanced over her shoulder and saw him give a curious look and a slight 
frown in Miko’s direction, perhaps because of the bulkiness of her backpack. 
Kelly pushed up behind Miko to help hide it and tried to act normal. But then 
Braun came aboard. The pilot’s expression changed for the worse, but Dr. Gray 
stepped up and greeted him. The pilot seemed to recognize him. They conversed 
for a moment, and then the pilot’s face cleared and he nodded. Once everyone 
was Settled he closed the cockpit door and went back to the controls. Dr. Gray 
sat down. Everything seemed to be going smoothly. 

But getting into Mexico would prove to be harder than anyone ever 
expected. 


CHAPTER 17 
Detour Ahead 


As the plane touched down, Miko leaned forward into the aisle and tapped Dr. 
Gray on the shoulder. “Are you sure we’re not going to have a problem, Dr. 
Gray?” she whispered anxiously. “Won’t the customs officials be suspicious of 
the way we look?” 

“Not these officials,” Dr. Gray said lightly. 

Miko narrowed her eyes. “Do you know them or something? Are these your 
contacts?” 

“T know a lot of people.” Dr. Gray glanced out the window. “Like the pilot— 
you saw he didn’t have any problem with you. So don’t worry. I’ve got 
everything figured out.” 

Miko sat back, but her concerned expression remained. They taxied for a 
while, then came to a stop at a hangar far from the main terminal. 

Kelly leaned toward the window and looked closer. Was this the kind of 
place where celebrities landed so they didn’t have to walk through the crowded 
airport and get mobbed by fans? When Kelly became famous, she’d be able to 
say with a bored look that she’d already done the private jet thing. She smiled 
sleepily. 

Dr. Gray sat up sharply, startling Kelly out of her daydream. The doctor 
leaned over to his window and muttered under his breath, “Who on earth is 
that?” 

Kelly looked. A small group of uniformed officials were walking toward the 
airplane. The pilot opened the plane door and lowered the steps so the officials 
could board. 

Dr. Gray glanced wildly around, his face distraught. “This isn’t... I 
don’t...” He unbuckled his seat belt and stood up. 

“What’s going on?” hissed Miko. 

Dr. Gray turned, looking panicked. “Everybody stay calm and cover up,” he 
said, which only made Kelly feel like freaking out. Obviously, something 
unexpected had happened, but what? 


“Aren’t these your contacts?” Kelly whispered. “What’s wrong?” 

Dr. Gray shushed her, then grabbed her arm and tugged, but her seat belt was 
still on. “Get up!” he whispered harshly. “Everybody else stay seated.” 

As Kelly fumbled with her seat belt, Dr. Gray turned to Miko, who was the 
soldier closest to the front of the plane. “These officials shouldn’t ask to see 
inside your backpack,” he said, “but Kelly will help with that if there’s a 
problem.” 

Kelly frowned and stood up. What kind of problem? 

“Is something wrong?” asked Prowl under his breath. “Victor, for God’s 
sake, tell us.” 

Dr. Gray ignored him and checked the window again. The officials had 
reached the bottom of the steps. 

“Victor!” Prowl hissed. 

Dr. Gray gestured angrily at him, then turned and spat out to the soldiers, 
“It’s customs. Id made arrangements but . . . something must have happened. 
Just act natural.” Then he muttered to Kelly, “If they seem suspicious, hypnotize 
them.” 

“What? All of them?” said Kelly, startled. “Sheesh. Okay.” Her palms began 
to sweat. She hadn’t known she’d have to do something like that. Weren’t these 
people like the police? It seemed a lot worse somehow to do that to a law 
enforcement officer than to a zoo worker. Especially in a different country. What 
if some weren’t looking at her? What if it didn’t work? Would she be arrested? 

Kelly’s heart raced as she watched through the window. The last of the 
agents climbed the stairs to the plane and the first ones were coming inside and 
greeting the pilot. One of the officers glanced at her. Kelly began to worry that if 
she didn’t go into camo mode soon, she wouldn’t be able to take it to the 
hypnosis level in time. But if she went camo now, they’d realize something was 
up. Even if she could stay hidden, at least one of them had seen her. And all her 
stuff was here. Plus, Dr. Gray wanted to block their view of the weird-looking 
soldiers. How was she supposed to do all of that? It was impossible. Kelly blew 
out a breath. She’d have to stay visible and hope everything went smoothly. 

Miko shifted in her seat and Prowl growled under his breath. 

The pilot returned to the cockpit and the first official came back into view. 
Dr. Gray stepped forward. “I’m Dr. Victor Gray,” he said, handing them his 
passport. “Where . . . is Roberto Garcia Pérez? He said he was going to meet me. 
Us.” 

“Oh, really?” The official studied Dr. Gray through narrowed eyes, then 
looked at Kelly. “Officer Garcia Pérez was detained this morning.” 

Kelly wasn’t sure what that meant, but it didn’t sound good. Dr. Gray’s 


hands tremored. The official took his passport and studied it, then handed it to 
one of the others, who scanned it. “What brings you to Guadalajara?” the man 
asked, leaning to see the rest of the passengers. His eyes widened. 

“Medical procedures,” Dr. Gray said. He tilted his head toward the soldiers 
and didn’t elaborate. Kelly swallowed hard. She supposed collecting DNA could 
technically be considered a medical procedure, but she didn’t think that was 
what Dr. Gray meant. He was pretending that the soldiers were patients who 
needed to be worked on. Kelly frowned. She wondered how they felt about that. 

“Passports?” asked the official as he studied each of them with growing 
alarm. “We’ll need you to take your masks off so we can compare your photos.” 

Miko froze. Prowl stiffened. In the back, Mega stood up. “I don’t think so,” 
she said. 

“Mega.” Dr. Gray held up a hand to stop her from doing something stupid. 
Then he turned back to the official. “Officer, when I alerted Roberto of our visit 
and our special situation, I was told that removing the masks wouldn’t be 
necessary because of the nature of their . . . conditions. They are at grave risk... 
for... acquiring diseases. They could die.” 

Kelly’s heart pounded. Dr. Gray was scrambling. Everything felt awful. 

“Roberto was lying,” said the officer. He pushed past Kelly and Dr. Gray, 
reaching for the passports that a few of the soldiers held out. Not everyone was 
complying, either because of stubbornness or because they didn’t have them. 

“Remove the masks!” the officer said, his voice raised. 

Dr. Gray elbowed Kelly and gave her a hard look. 

Kelly startled into action. Abandoning reason, she tapped on her device, 
activating camouflage mode. 

One of the other officials noticed her. “Eduardo!” she called out to the lead 
guy. 

Kelly’s heart flew to her throat. She concentrated, trying to hurry to get to 
the pulsating level. 

Eduardo turned swiftly. He saw Kelly’s strange pulsing and drew his 
weapon. “What’s happening to her?” he demanded. 

“That weapon is not necessary!” said Dr. Gray firmly, putting his hands up. 
“Please let me explain. P’Il have them all take off their masks.” 

The official narrowed his eyes. “Do it, then,” he said. “And explain that. 
What’s happening to the blond girl? What’s going on here?” He pointed the 
weapon at Kelly. “Where’s your passport?” 

Kelly started shaking. She couldn’t concentrate with a gun in her face. Her 
pulsing stopped, leaving her camouflaged, but everyone had just seen her there a 
minute ago. She grabbed her passport from her bag and threw it at the woman, 


then tried again to get the hypnotic feature to kick in. 

“Put your hands in the air!” Eduardo said to Kelly. “What is happening?” 

“J—I don’t know!” said Kelly. Her camouflage failed and she became fully 
visible again. 

“Friends,” prompted Dr. Gray, panic in his voice. “Do what the officials ask 
you to do.” 

The officials watched closely as the soldiers removed their masks. Kelly 
quickly returned to camo mode and strained to get back to the point where the 
pulsing began. Finally she could see from the corner of her eye that it was 
starting to work. With no time to spare, she darted into the aisle to draw the 
attention of all the officers. Then she swallowed hard, eyeing Eduardo’s gun, 
and took a step toward him. “I think you’ve seen enough now,” she said in a 
quiet voice. “Put the gun away.” 

The officer stared, then blinked hard and glanced at his fellow officers. His 
eyes weren’t glazed over. “Excuse me,” Kelly said. She jumped, desperate to 
make him look at her again. 

He’d had enough. Whipping around with his gun, he yelled, “Hands in the 
air, everyone! Don’t move!” The other officers pulled their weapons and pointed 
them at Dr. Gray and Kelly and the soldiers. Kelly’s pulsing faded. The pilot 
opened the cockpit door to see what was happening. His eyes widened, and then 
he slammed it shut again. 

“Stop this!” shouted Braun from the back of the plane, throwing his coat off 
and revealing his quills. He stomped up the aisle. 

“Braun, no!” shouted Dr. Gray. “Kelly! Do your job!” 

Frantic, Kelly stepped out of the aisle, camouflaged but unable to get to the 
pulsating level successfully. Braun lunged at Eduardo, knocking his gun loose 
and skittering under the seats, and leaving the lead officer crying out in pain, 
three quills stuck in his forearm. Braun kept going and Mega came behind him, 
roaring out. 

A gun fired and hit the ceiling of the plane. Another bullet ricocheted and 
blew through a seat cushion. Kelly screamed and dropped to the floor. Still in 
camo mode, she changed to blend in with her new surroundings. Giving up on 
the hypnosis, she clicked on her platypus spikes and waited, hoping and praying 
to get out of there before she had to use them. 

“Where’d the blond girl go?” cried one of the officers, arms outstretched, 
gun pointed. He swung the weapon wildly from side to side and started shooting 
over their heads. 

Kelly screamed again, then slapped her hand over her mouth. She was a lot 
safer if they couldn’t find her. She started sliding flat under the seat in front of 


her, trying to see a way to escape without getting stuck. 

Dr. Gray’s eyes went wild. Between fired shots, all his plans changed. “Get 
them, soldiers!” he ordered. “Knock them out. It’s our only option!” 

Braun slammed into another government officer in the aisle as Mega tried 
getting around him by jumping over the seats, swinging her big horned mug 
crazily to try to knock weapons loose and hoping to punch a few faces in the 
process. 

Miko jumped on her plane seat and hopped back a few rows, opening the 
luggage bins as she went so she could swing on the shelves. She grabbed one, 
swung, and kicked forward, knocking a weapon from one officer’s hand and 
slamming her feet into his face. Prowl caught the gun deftly, then pounced and 
sunk his claws into the officer, yanking him to the floor. “Kelly,” Miko called 
out, “wherever you are, stay down!” 

Kelly weaved slowly but stealthily under the seats, unnoticed, heading 
toward the exit at the front of the plane. Three officers were down and Mega 
piled them up in the aisle, unknowingly blocking Kelly’s path. Eduardo, 
disarmed and with quills still stuck in him, was fistfighting Miko. One other 
officer remained upright, weapon in hand and shooting crazily. A stray bullet 
grazed Prowl’s shoulder. He yelped in pain, then dived at the man. Miko swung 
from the overhead bins and punched her feet into Eduardo’s stomach. He reeled 
backward and crashed into the seat where Kelly was hiding. He collapsed into 
her. Kelly felt a stabbing pain in her wrist, and somehow her bracelet became 
unlocked. The Mark Four slipped off and went bouncing into the aisle. Kelly’s 
spikes disappeared and her camouflage ended abruptly. 

“The blond girl!” Eduardo yelled, pointing. “Get her!” 


CHAPTER 18 
A Messy Getaway 


Kelly scrambled into the aisle chasing after her device. Eduardo yelled out 
again, wedged awkwardly between rows. He struggled to get to his feet. Kelly 
grabbed the bracelet and tried to latch it around her wrist, but it wouldn’t lock 
on. She held the device down on her wrist, connecting the band. With shaky 
fingers she reactivated the spikes. 

Eduardo wriggled to his knees, then grabbed the armrest to pull himself up 
into the aisle. He reached for a loose gun. Kelly had no choice. Continuing to 
hold the device to her wrist, she swiveled and threw her leg into the air, 
slamming her platypus spike into Eduardo’s stomach. 

He let out a ghastly scream and dropped the gun. He turned to run, slipped, 
and fell backward, cracking his head hard on the armrest. Then he flopped to the 
floor, silent. Braun knocked out the last officer and stood there heaving. 

Kelly gasped and stumbled toward the exit, putting her device in her pocket. 
Blind with tears, she dragged the other unconscious officers. Mega and Miko 
sprang to help her stack them in front of the cabin door to lock the pilot inside. 
Braun followed with the one he’d just taken down. Prowl tended to his wounded 
shoulder, then looked frantically around for their leader. “Victor?” 

Dr. Gray opened the door of the lavatory and peeked out, unhurt but 
disheveled. “Is everybody okay?” His voice was shaking. He rushed forward and 
caught sight of Eduardo, who was lying still and silent now, bleeding profusely 
from his head and stomach. The man looked . . . dead. Dr. Gray turned away, 
shaken. “We need to move quickly. Gather your things. Walk off as if nothing 
happened and go straight to the limo— it’s waiting for us a few hundred yards 
away.” 

“Let’s hope the driver didn’t hear the gunshots,” muttered Prowl. 

“Or the screams,” said Miko. 

The soldiers grabbed their luggage and disembarked the plane, walking in a 
line toward the awaiting vehicle. Dr. Gray swiftly gathered the strewn passports 
and his bag and brought up the rear. 


On the tarmac, the doctor instructed the others to hold back a little. He 
jogged to the front of the line. When he reached the limo, he signaled to the 
chauffeur, who opened his door and hopped out of the driver’s seat. The man 
wore earbuds and was talking on his cell phone. He rapidly hung up and pulled 
the earphones out. “Lo siento,” said the chauffeur, looking guilty for not having 
noticed the party approaching. “I’m sorry. Hello, are you Dr. Gray? How was 
your flight? Just set your bags by the trunk. Pl take it from there.” He went over 
to Dr. Gray and they shook hands, the disheveled scientist turning so the driver 
wouldn’t have a good look at the soldiers. He made small talk while the others 
skirted around them to drop their luggage and climb in the back section of the 
vehicle, hearts pounding. 

Kelly got in. Miko spotted a control panel and found a button that raised the 
tinted glass, separating them from the front seat. Now they needed to move fast, 
because eventually somebody would discover that something bad had happened 
when the customs team didn’t return. Kelly spied a box of tissues and handed it 
to Prowl—it wasn’t much, but it might help stop him from bleeding all over. 
Prowl took it with a shaky hand and examined the wound. “It’s not too bad,” he 
muttered, and pressed a wad against it. Mega took some too and began wiping 
her suit clean. 

The chauffeur loaded the bags in the trunk, suspecting nothing. Dr. Gray got 
in and closed the door. Everyone breathed a little easier, but knew they weren’t 
out of trouble yet. 

“How are we going to get out of this?” whispered Miko. She dropped her 
face into her hands. 

“Shh,” said Kelly. Now that the immediate danger was over, Kelly started 
shivering. She wanted answers too, but she knew better than to say anything. 
The driver got in the car and started it. 

“Everyone stay quiet,” whispered Dr. Gray under the roar of the engine. “Let 
me worry about the mess. Focus on the task we’re here for. We have important 
work to do.” 

Kelly stared at him. They’d just gone through a traumatic fight with 
government officials of a foreign country. They’d just assaulted them. One of 
them could be dead. Was it Kelly’s fault? Kelly’s sight wavered, and she 
clutched the armrest. A wave of nausea went through her. They’d committed a 
terrible crime. And Dr. Gray was worried about his stupid DNA? 

“This was a mistake,” whispered Miko. 

Prowl elbowed her. “Miko. Stop.” He clipped his words, and his face was 
gray between the patches of fur. 

Miko turned sharply toward him, face frightened. “How are we ever going to 


get back? They’ ll report us! And we’re so easy to identify. We’re freaks.” She 
cringed and swallowed hard. 

Dr. Gray shushed them again, so Kelly didn’t answer. Not that she knew 
what to say. Were they stuck in Mexico forever? Would they wind up in jail or 
something? It made her stomach hurt. 

“When we get to the zoo,” muttered Dr. Gray to Kelly, “make the driver 
forget he drove us.” He paused. “And don’t screw it up this time.” 

Kelly flinched at the harsh words and resisted the urge to lash out. She’d 
been under so much pressure. Instead, she nodded numbly. She pulled the Mark 
Four from her pocket, studying it to see if she could fix it. 

Miko noticed. After a moment she took the device and handed it to Prowl, 
who used a claw like a screwdriver. Soon the band was repaired and the device 
secure on Kelly’s wrist, good as new. 

“Thanks,” Kelly said. She switched on her camo ability and faded into the 
seat. She wanted to have enough time to reach the hypnosis state this time. Miko 
threw her a sympathetic look before she disappeared. 

After what seemed like an endless ride, the limo pulled into the Guadalajara 
Zoo and came to a stop at the drop-off curb. The chauffeur popped the trunk, but 
before he could get out and open the door, the soldiers were piling out of the 
passenger side and getting their luggage. They began walking swiftly away from 
the vehicle. Dr. Gray let camouflaged Kelly out the other side, then got out after 
her and they approached the driver. With his finger poking into her back, he 
averted his eyes and held out money for a tip. Kelly fidgeted and stepped 
forward, changing colors as she did so. She began pulsing, then approached the 
man, smiling disarmingly. He stared at her. “g Qué—?” he began. 

“You’re going to forget about us,” said Kelly. 

Rehan’ 

“Forget all about us. Forget this ride. You never saw us. Got it?” 

“Say olvidar,” whispered Dr. Gray to Kelly. 

“Olvidar,” repeated Kelly, not breaking her gaze. “Okay?” 

The chauffeur seemed taken aback, but he nodded. “Esta bien,” he 
whispered. 

“Good. Now get back into the car.” She flicked her finger impatiently at the 
limo door. 

The man obeyed. 

When Kelly was certain he would forget them, she turned to Dr. Gray. “All 
clear,” she said, trying not to sound upset. “Let’s get our bags and go.” 


CHAPTER 19 
On the Run 


After cleaning up and finding food, Kelly, Dr. Gray, and the soldiers regrouped 
under a tree on the outskirts of the Guadalajara Zoo. It was beastly hot, but the 
tree offered a small amount of relief from the sun. 

“The way I see it,” said Dr. Gray, “we have two choices. Speed up or slow 
down.” Sweat beaded on the man’s forehead. 

“What do you mean?” asked Prowl, who looked a little more like his usual 
self now that his wound was bandaged properly. Miko had sewn up the tear in 
his suit, too. 

“Either we go into the zoo now and get everything we need,” said Dr. Gray, 
“or we go into hiding for a while. If we go after the DNA now we risk getting 
caught, but we can try to get out of Mexico tonight before the news breaks. If we 
slow down, we’ll set up a new lab outside of the city, go into hiding, and hope 
there’s no manhunt.” 

“The officers on the plane saw our faces,” said Miko, distressed. “And they 
weren’t hypnotized to forget. The pilot can identify us too. Sketches will be 
plastered all over TV.” 

“I’m sorry, guys,” said Kelly, feeling miserable. She could have prevented 
that if she’d only gone into camo mode earlier. But she’d had no idea they’d be 
in trouble—not until the officers were boarding. Why hadn’t Dr. Gray told her 
ahead of time that this could be possible? He hadn’t seemed to think anything 
could go wrong. She was furious at him for not preparing her better. And for 
being so selfish. 

“Tt’s done,” said Braun gruffly. Sweat dripped off his porcupine quills. “No 
changing the past. I say we get in, do what we came here for, and get out as soon 
as possible. The longer we wait, the more recognizable we’ll be.” 

The other soldiers seemed to agree, and looked to Dr. Gray for the verdict. 

“All right,” he said. “I’ll go along with the consensus.” He fished around in 
his bag for some papers and pulled one out: a color photo with a description on 
it. He handed it to Mega and Braun. “This is the species of jellyfish you’re 


looking for. It’s very small. Don’t make a scene, all right?” He gave Prowl the 
side-eye. Prowl looked abashed and turned away like he was tired of being 
belittled. 

Kelly didn’t blame him. “Shouldn’t we just try to get back to the United 
States right now?” she ventured. “Can’t we get all these animals from there? I 
don’t get why you put us through this . . . disaster. Can’t your government 
people, like, help us out?” 

Dr. Gray turned sharply, his face instantly red. “Obviously I made a mistake 
with our arrival. I didn’t anticipate the difficulty at the airport. I—I’d checked 
into it. Thoroughly. Everything pointed to .. . to a perfect . . . outcome.” His 
eyes narrowed and he slashed his hands through the air impatiently. “And I 
counted on you to do your job!” 

“Wow,” said Kelly. She took a step back at the injurious words. 

“Tt wasn’t her fault,” Miko muttered. “You know it’s hard for her to work in 
that kind of stress; it’s overwhelming.” 

Prowl agreed. “You should have told us up front what the situation was so 
we could’ve been better prepared.” 

Dr. Gray softened and looked wearily at the soldiers. “You’re right. But it 
doesn’t matter now. We’re stuck here for at least a few hours until I can find a 
way home. So you might as well do something while I solve our problem.” He 
shook his head, looking old and disoriented, and Kelly wondered if the heat was 
getting to him. He began muttering. “With this new wrench in plans, I have to 


speed up our process. Finalize the perfect combination. I worry . . . the world’s 
in danger. And if we don’t succeed . . .” He got lost in the thought and didn’t 
continue. 


The soldiers looked uneasily at one another. The world? What was he talking 
about? Kelly frowned at the grass, tears pooling in her eyes. If they hadn’t so 
stupidly left California, they wouldn’t be in this kind of trouble right now. Was 
Dr. Gray starting to lose his mind? She wasn’t sure she could trust his decisions 
after this mistake. And he could try to blame it on her all he wanted—she wasn’t 
going to take responsibility for it. It was his fault, not hers. 

Miko put a reassuring hand on the girl’s shoulder, but the chimp woman’s 
expression remained uneasy. 

Suddenly Dr. Gray’s troubled eyes cleared. “Kelly, you and Miko and Prowl 
can go after the Mexican wolf. If that goes quickly and without disruption, find 
the sharks and just get whatever one looks easiest. I’ll stay here with the 
luggage, call Cyke to update him, and make arrangements for our transportation 
home.” 


CHAPTER 20 
Close Calls 


The zoo wasn’t busy in the afternoon heat, and the animals were quiet. With the 
adrenaline of urgency fueling them, it didn’t take long for Kelly, Miko, and 
Prowl to get to the wolves’ habitat. They checked out the exterior of the vast 
enclosure, then went around to the deserted back part of it. Kelly spotted a young 
scrawny wolf below a rocky overhang, sheltered from the heat of the day. 

“Ts that it?” asked Kelly. “That scrawny thing?” 

“Tt’s probably just a young one,” said Miko. 

Prowl climbed the fence and made a hole in the netting. He dropped inside. 
Miko helped Kelly climb through, and Prowl broke her fall. The wolf stood up, 
alert. Kelly started pulsing. With Prowl by Kelly’s side, ready to swoop in and 
protect her, Kelly carefully crept forward, hypnotizing the wolf. When it was 
complacent, she yanked out some of its fur. 

Suddenly the wolf snapped out of its trance and charged at them, fangs 
glistening. Prowl pounced and held it down. Miko, hanging from the netting, 
grabbed Kelly by the hand and swung her up and out of there. She did the same 
for Prowl after he subdued the beast. The two climbed down the fence, while 
Miko unfurled her backpack and used her wings to help her descend. She was a 
bit unsteady, but made it to the ground successfully. 

They moved swiftly out of the area and slipped back to the designated 
walking paths. Prowl helped Miko put the canvas cover over her wings again 
and showed her how to put it on by herself next time. Kelly removed a special 
bag from her waist pack and tucked the wolf fur inside, sealing it shut before 
putting it back. 

“Whew,” said Kelly. “Now let’s go find a shark.” She let out a shaky breath. 

Miko glanced at Kelly. “You can do this,” the woman said. 

Kelly’s face clouded. She tried not to let Dr. Gray’s hateful words from 
earlier take up space in her brain or make her feel incapable, but the sting was 
still there. “I know.” She pushed the insecurities away and glanced at the 
soldiers. “Thanks for sticking up for me earlier,” she said, feeling awkward. 


Prowl grunted. Miko nodded. “What happened on the plane wasn’t your 
fault,” she said. 

“Dr. Gray ...,” Prowl muttered, then shook his head angrily and didn’t 
finish the thought. Kelly had never seen Prowl say a bad word about the scientist 
before, but he seemed like he wanted to now. 

There was something else still clawing at Kelly’s mind from the airport. She 
hadn’t said anything before—it had almost felt like if she didn’t say it, it 
couldn’t be true. She closed her eyes. “Do you think that Eduardo guy is dead? 
Did I... do it?” She glanced at the soldiers, trying to read their faces. 

“He turned and slipped and hit his head.” Miko’s expression was stern. “He’s 
probably just unconscious.” 

“No one has ever died from a platypus sting,” Prowl said, like he was 
reciting a fact that he’d recently looked up. Maybe because he had wondered the 
same thing. 

Kelly swallowed hard. “Is that true?” she whispered. 

Prowl nodded and Miko gripped Kelly’s shoulder. “Today it is.” 

They continued in silence, taking long strides. Had the news surfaced yet? 
Had their descriptions been released? The three avoided crowds and focused on 
keeping Prowl’s masked face and Miko’s bulky backpack shielded so they 
wouldn’t be recognized—especially now that they’d be wanted by police. 

Kelly’s stomach wouldn’t stop hurting. What was this life? She could hardly 
believe that ripping fur from a wolf was only the second-most dangerous thing 
she’d done today so far. And the day wasn’t over. Sometimes it seemed like she 
was in a giant theatrical production. She could use an intermission right about 
now. 

Inside the humid aquarium attraction, visitors were sparse. Kelly and the 
soldiers could relax a little in the cover of darkness. Quickly they moved through 
the passageways, briefly looking at the smaller tanks of fish. They didn’t see any 
jellyfish, though they knew Mega and Braun were taking care of that task. 
Probably not very well, thought Kelly, because the beefy duo weren’t the 
brightest brutes in the group. But at least Kelly wasn’t responsible for 
everything. She wrinkled up her nose at the briny smell. 

They came to the large tank and scanned the placards to see what sort of 
sharks it held. “Shortfin mako,” murmured Kelly, reading one of them. It was 
known as the fastest shark in the world. She frowned. “That seems like it might 
be too difficult to get.” 

“Here’s another,” said Miko. “Bull shark.” 

Kelly studied the description. “Osmoregulation,” she said _haltingly, 
sounding out the unfamiliar word. “It can live in salt water or freshwater.” 


“Tt’s also one of the most likely to attack humans,” Prowl read. “Right up Dr. 
Gray’s alley.” 

“Yikes.” Kelly looked at the picture, then peered through the glass to see if 
she could spot it. There were two that she could see. They were pretty big, but 
not enormous. “Bigger than Cyke,” said Kelly, “but not too much.” After all her 
practice with Miko, she thought she could handle that. 

Miko touched Kelly’s arm and pointed to an unmarked door in the shadows. 
“That’s probably the access door.” 

Prowl nodded and protracted his claws. “I?ll spring the lock. Miko and I will 
cover you so you can go to work.” He hesitated, looking at Kelly, and said 
gruffly, “You know, sometimes I forget you’re a kid. Are you sure you’re ready 
for this?” 

Kelly nodded and turned on her camouflage, ignoring the butterflies in her 
stomach. “I’m sure.” 

“If you get into trouble, escape at all costs. And use those platypus spikes on 
anything you need to. Got it?” 

“Yeah. Thanks.” Kelly appreciated Prowl’s warmth, for it didn’t come out 
often. 

“Whenever you’re ready.” He stealthily moved over to the door and made 
himself small in the shadows, working the lock. Miko and Kelly moved that way 
too, distancing themselves from the other zoo visitors. No one paid attention to 
Miko, and no one could see Kelly. 

A moment later Prowl had the door open and the three of them slipped 
inside. They went down a narrow hallway with the aquarium on one side and a 
cold cement wall on the other, looking for a way into the water. Soon they came 
to a larger open area with a built-in ladder. Near it was a closet with some 
buckets and towels and other supplies. The fish smell was even strong back here, 
and Kelly wished she didn’t need to breathe at all. 

“All clear,” whispered Miko, looking around trying to address the invisible 
Kelly. “Where are you?” 

“On the ladder.” Kelly climbed to the top and opened the hatch to the 
aquarium. She took a scraping tool out of her pack, then clicked on her dolphin 
feature. “I’m going into hypnosis mode, so look away,” she warned Prowl and 
Miko. “I want to try to do this without going into the water.” 

“Everything’s quiet out here,” said Prowl. 

“Great.” Kelly began focusing her concentration on hypnotizing the sharks— 
and any other creature in the pool. Her heart thudded as she scanned the surface, 
looking for one of the bull sharks. 

Pulsing now, Kelly prayed for a bull shark to swim close and become 


hypnotized, but the stubborn creatures swam right past and didn’t notice her. 

“Someone’s coming!” hissed Prowl. “Pl take them out.” 

Kelly started sweating profusely. She had to do this. She didn’t want to face 
an angered Dr. Gray and have to go through this all over again. 

“Don’t stress, Kelly!” whispered Miko. 

That only made Kelly more anxious. “Come on, you stupid sharks,” she 
muttered. But the creatures stayed far away from her. 

Kelly and Miko heard a scuffle nearby. Then Prowl’s voice in a raised pitch. 
Kelly lurched, trying to stay focused—she was so worried she’d lose her 
concentration again, like before at SeaWorld and on the plane. The scuffle grew 
louder. 

Exasperated and out of time, Kelly glanced at Miko, who was dutifully 
staring at the floor, not looking at her. “I’m going in.” 

Miko nodded. “Spikes,” she reminded the girl. 

“Right.” Kelly engaged her platypus spikes. Then, with only a slight 
hesitation, she dived into the water. She had to get this done. 

Her dolphin swimming ability kicked in automatically to support her. With it 
she didn’t feel the urge to breathe, so that calmed her down a little. Still pulsing, 
Kelly remembered what she’d practiced so many times in San Diego. She set off 
slowly toward the sharks, hiding behind rock formations and enormous, slimy 
vegetation. Her pulses were smooth and steady. She carried the sharp scraper in 
one outstretched hand and another plastic pouch in the other, ready to scrape off 
some of the shark’s skin. 

“Stay calm, stay calm,” she told herself, like a mantra. She could see her 
mesmerizing lights reflected against the side of the tank, which gave her even 
more reassurance as she approached the area the sharks were in. 

Suddenly one of them swooped around in a glorious arc, seemingly without 
effort, swimming close to the glass and past Kelly’s shoulder. “Eek!” Kelly 
shouted in the water, and she nearly lost her concentration. But she clamped her 
mouth shut and kept moving forward. The other shark had begun swimming 
slowly, its creepy eyes on Kelly. Did she have it? 

Oh my God, Kelly thought. She almost snorted down a gallon of water. 
Instead, she crept forward, staying in the bull shark’s line of sight. It began to 
circle around her. Kelly changed course to swim alongside and in front of it so it 
wouldn’t lose sight of her. 

When she felt confident that the shark was fully hypnotized, Kelly slowed a 
little to let the toothy half of the creature move ahead. Then, cautiously, she 
reached out toward its tail. With shaking fingers, she scraped the shark’s skin 
hard with the tool and slid the whole thing into the bag, sealing it immediately. 


The shark continued forward. Kelly turned sharply back toward the ladder, her 
heartbeat thudding in her ears. Risking a glance at the bag, she could see the 
slice of skin floating inside. Triumphant, but beginning to feel like she needed to 
breathe, she continued toward the edge of the tank. She didn’t see the shortfin 
mako shark heading straight toward her at a ridiculous speed, jaws agape, until it 
was almost too late. 

Kelly almost dropped the DNA sample. Instead, she looked around 
frantically and spotted the aquarium opening. Realizing her pulsating lights had 
faded, she glanced at herself to see if she was at least still camouflaged. She was, 
but that didn’t seem to matter—the shark could sense her easily. She swam with 
a renewed burst of energy. The shark veered sharply to follow her. 

Frantic and running out of breath, Kelly tapped her device, forgetting she’d 
already enabled her platypus spikes. If she could stay in front of the shark she 
had a better chance of hitting it with one of them and hopefully disabling it for 
long enough to allow her to escape. She swam as fast as she could toward the 
ladder. 

The mako was faster. It bumped its nose against her toes. Kelly nearly 
screamed. She spun and yanked away, then tried to land a spiky kick and missed. 
Out of breath, she could feel her head growing hot, her blood pulsing. 
Demanding oxygen. Finally the ladder loomed. She reached out for it as the 
shark bumped her leg, harder this time. It opened its mouth around it. 

Kelly screamed and swallowed water. She began to choke. She kicked out 
with both feet wildly, blindly, trying to connect with the beast without getting 
her leg chomped off. Flailing with her free hand, she tried to reach the ladder 
without dropping the all-important DNA sample. Her vision dimmed. She 
needed air. Her limbs were weakening, giving out. Just before the world went 
completely black, two hands grabbed her by the wrists and yanked her up and 
out of the water. The shark’s jaws snapped the air. 





CHAPTER 21 
Cause for Alarm 


Prowl and Miko hauled Kelly’s sodden, dripping body over the lip of the 
aquarium. Miko grabbed her around the waist and dragged her down to the floor 
while Prowl scrambled down after them. Kelly sucked in air, coughed violently, 
and breathed again. 

Eventually the world grew brighter. For a moment Kelly panicked. Then she 
looked at her hand, still clutching the bag. “I got it,” she gasped, holding it out. 

Prowl took the bag. “That was impressive,” he said with respect. “Let’s get 
out of here. The workers I fought will be waking up any second. Can you walk?” 
He examined her leg where the shark had left its mark. 

“T think so,” said Kelly, though she had no idea if she could. She pushed 
herself to a sitting position. “Did anybody see me in there?” 

“Nobody who matters,” said Miko, helping Kelly to her feet. She grabbed a 
towel from the supply closet and quickly dried off the girl the best she could. 
“Prowl found a different way out of here. Let’s go.” 

The three escaped and moved quickly through the back area of the zoo. 
Prowl’s sharp eyes kept a lookout for more workers. As Kelly clicked off her 
animal abilities, he guided the other two away from the more populated areas. 
After a quarter of an hour they were back to the tree, under which Dr. Gray sat, 
talking on the phone to someone. Braun and Mega were there too. 

Kelly, occasionally coughing up some water and looking bedraggled, limped 
over to the group. 

“Are you okay?” asked Braun. 

“Did you get the DNA?” asked Dr. Gray. 

Prowl looked at the man with disdain. He took the shark sample out of his 
pocket, and grabbed the wolf one from Kelly, then handed them both to Dr. 
Gray, who took them greedily. “Good, good,” he murmured. “Now we’re onto 
something. Too bad these two bozos bungled the jellyfish.” 

“We caught one,” said Braun. “A really small one, like you said.” 

“Tt’s not the right kind,” said Dr. Gray impatiently. 


“They all look alike,” muttered Mega. 

Kelly and Miko exchanged an uneasy glance. It was clear that Dr. Gray 
didn’t care about whether Kelly was okay or not. 

“Kelly’s a champ,” Miko said. “She’s fine now,” she added to Braun, 
answering his question from earlier. “She got a good chunk from that shark.” 

“What kind of shark?” asked Mega. “Great white?” She tried and failed to 
look nonchalant. 

“Uh, no,” said Kelly. “A great white? Are you kidding me? I got you a bull 
shark.” 

“What?” said Mega. “What’s that? I’ve never heard of it.” 

“Tt can survive in fresh- or salt water,” growled Prowl menacingly. “And it’s 
got lots of sharp teeth,” He pointed to the blood trickling down Kelly’s ankle. 
“Good enough?” 

Mega snorted, her rhino nostrils flaring visibly through her tight face mask. 
“You don’t scare me,” she warned. 

“Soldiers, that’s enough,” said Dr. Gray, packing the DNA lovingly into his 
suitcase. “We need to hurry. We have a bus to catch.” 

Everyone turned in surprise to look at him. “A bus?” said Miko. “What are 
you talking about?” 

“You mean a bus back to the US?” asked Kelly. “Isn’t that really far from 
here?” 

Dr. Gray pressed his lips together. “Not exactly,” he said, picking up his 
luggage and gesturing for the others to do the same. “We’ve . . . had a change of 
plans. We’re staying in Mexico. For the foreseeable future. We’ll just have to 
save the world from here.” He paused, then added, “That’s the great thing about 
the world, though. You can save it from anywhere.” 

The scientist began marching through the grass to the parking lot while the 
others stared at the back of him. Save the world? He was definitely off his 
rocker. 

“What happened?” said Prowl, catching up to him. “Why do we have to 
stay?” 

Kelly stared, her stomach churning. We have to stay here. The others 
followed Dr. Gray at a brisk pace, heading toward some unknown bus stop. 
Kelly stumbled after them. 

Dr. Gray cleared his throat. “My, erm, my contacts in Guadalajara were, 
unfortunately, arrested this morning for, erm, committing some crimes. Which is 
why we had that little mix-up at the airport.” 

“Mix-up!” cried Miko, but Prowl elbowed her into silence. 

Dr. Gray went on as if he hadn’t heard her. “And now according to breaking 


news reports, we’re highly, ah, wanted. Airport security, local police, and border 
patrol is on the lookout for us. So . . . we’re not going home. We’re staying 
here.” 

“TIs—is that guy going to be okay?” Kelly asked, feeling nauseous. 

Dr. Gray didn’t look at her. “He is in a coma,” he said quietly. 

There was a moment of stunned silence. Kelly’s face turned gray. 

“Tt can’t possibly be safe to stay here,” said Prowl. “Soon there will be 
pictures—they know our names from the passports!” 

“Well, we won’t stay here here. We’re going into hiding. Outside of 
Guadalajara. Before word spreads about us.” 

Despite her weakness, Kelly grew alarmed. “So now we’re fugitives?” She 
whispered the last word, as if saying it aloud would cause the police to swoop in 
and arrest them right there. 

“T wouldn’t say that,” said Dr. Gray mildly, a strange look in his eyes. “They 
might not realize it yet, but we’re actually gracing Mexico with our presence and 
giving them a huge gift. They’ll be the first people we save with our scientific 
breakthrough.” 

“Dr. Gray,” said Miko, “you keep saying things like that. What are you 
talking about? Since the beginning, you’ve told us that this was a secret 
government program. That they wanted to see if they could enhance human 
soldiers with animal abilities and features—see if it made us stronger than 
regular humans. You said that maybe someday we could return to the armed 
forces. But that’s . . . that’s not what this sounds like anymore.” 

“Yeah,” said Braun. “You’re making it seem like you have something 
different in mind.” 

“Victor,” said Prowl, eyes narrowed, “what’s going on?” 

Kelly clutched her stomach. Maybe it felt queasy from the water she’d 
swallowed, but more likely from this conversation. They were stuck here, unable 
to go back home. They’d hurt innocent people. And Dr. Gray was acting strange. 
All the soldiers seemed to think so—not just Kelly. It made her want to call it 
quits on this whole thing—go back to her parents and try to un-hypnotize them, 
and return to school and be normal again. Who cared about fame now, when 
everything had been turned upside down? Kelly would gladly give the stupid 
bracelet back if she had to. If it meant she could get out of this nightmare. 

Dr. Gray gazed thoughtfully at his soldiers and Kelly. “That was the plan at 
first, Miko. But ’ve changed my mind. The government . . . well, it gave up on 
us,” he admitted. “A while ago. But it was clear to me that this experiment was 
invaluable, so I kept going. And just look at you all! You’re superhuman!” 

The soldiers stared. 


Dr. Gray continued walking. “It’s wrong to keep these amazing 
developments to ourselves. Mankind is hurtling toward extinction with pollution, 
climate change, and natural disasters. This is a way to save all of humanity by 
granting this amazing gift to all people. Don’t you see? Once I’ve finished my 
formula, we’re going to change everyone in the world into chimeras. And you 
are all a part of it.” 

“What the—?” sputtered Prowl. “What are you talking about?” Miko echoed 
him. Mega looked confusedly at Braun, and Kelly felt her stomach roiling again. 
As she stumbled along, half listening, half trying not to vomit, she could hardly 
believe what Dr. Gray was saying. It was like she was in a bad dream and she 
couldn’t wake up. 

A moment later, when they reached the bus stop, Kelly grabbed the corner of 
a bench. She bent over and threw up all over the grass. Before she could spit out 
the last of the bile, a bus pulled up to the stop. Miko, still stunned, managed to 
come to Kelly’s aid and helped her onto the vehicle. Soon the team was on their 
way to some remote location that nobody knew anything about, with a scientist 
who had certainly gone mad. 

Wanted as criminals, they couldn’t do anything to stop it. 


CHAPTER 22 
Inching Closer 


Now that all three of the new animals had been decided by Charlie and her 
friends, the scientists had their work cut out for them. Her dad was already 
finishing up the high-tech graphics in the Mark Six while he waited for Ms. 
Sabbith to return from Chicago. She’d be bringing the viper DNA so he could 
add the heat sensor ability to it, and alligator DNA for Maria’s device. Dr. 
Goldstein, who used technology rather than biology to replicate animal features 
in the Mark Two, was already hard at work designing Mac’s basilisk lizard 
feature. Which was a good thing, because his would probably take the longest to 
complete. 

Dr. Sharma, who’d been working on the Mark Five, wasn’t having quite as 
much luck. While she’d managed to smooth out the glitches that had plagued 
Charlie in the past, she wasn’t able to add an additional ability to that device 
without destabilizing the other features. It would have to be sufficient as it was. 

“That’s not a problem,” Dr. Wilde told Dr. Sharma before the scientists left 
for the day. Charlie hung out in the lab helping to tidy up. “Those five abilities 
are already incredible enough, as we’ve seen. And the last thing we want to do is 
overwhelm the person wearing it—the technology is ten years old, after all. And 
I don’t think we have time to start from scratch.” 

“Agreed,” said Dr. Sharma. “Besides, I have other things I’d like to fix in 
that device. And, of course, this frees up some of my time to work with Jack and 
Nubia on the Mark Two and Three, if they need help.” 

“Hey, why not build a device with, like, twenty abilities?” asked Charlie. “If 
you had the time, would you do it?” 

Mr. Wilde pursed his lips. “I don’t know. You’d have all those different 
kinds of DNA coursing through your body. It would be tricky to find the right 
balance and if too many activated at once.” 

“Yeah, it’d probably also get confusing,” said Charlie. “It would be hard to 
remember what all the options are. Spend an extra half second deciding which 
one to activate and you could be a goner.” 


“Wise words,” said Dr. Sharma with a laugh. 


Andy was back home again, and the four Wildes were all together for dinner 
with no guests for once. It seemed so quiet. The kids filled in their mom on what 
she had missed that day. 

“Ms. Sabbith flies in tomorrow with our DNA,” Charlie told her. “She’s got 
the goods—a viper for me and an American alligator for Maria.” 

“Dr. Goldstein doesn’t need any actual DNA,” Andy added. “He told me all 
about it. He uses a metallic alloy to replicate the basilisk abilities.” 

“Impressive,” Mrs. Wilde said. “That’s a mouthful.” 

“That’s right,” said Mr. Wilde. “Jack has a head start but Nubia and I will be 
working on our formulas as soon as Erica gets here. With any luck,” he said, 
glancing at Charlie, “we’ll have them all ready before you kids go to Puerto 
Rico. If not, then soon after,” he promised. 

“Really?” said Charlie. “Sweet!” She could always take the Mark Five 
instead if she had to. But it would be great to have the new device to train with 
while they were gone. 

“And then you’ll make a device for me?” asked Andy with a hopeful grin. 

“No way,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Not a chance. You’re sitting this one out.” 

“Rats,” said Andy. But he wasn’t too disappointed. After his run-in with the 
platypus spikes, Andy wasn’t interested in being involved with that sort of 
fighting again. 


Charlie, Mac, and Maria spent the remaining days before their trip trying to help 
the scientists as much as possible. The doctors also invited them to hang out in 
the lab and watch what they were doing. They gave them various science lessons 
as they worked, and let them do some of the more basic measuring and mixing 
techniques and applications. Dr. Goldstein let Mac work with tiny tools right 
inside of the device. He helped reprogram the existing code and moved gauges 
and electronics into place using mechanical instruments and a microscope to 
help him see everything better. 

“This is way better than the insect cameras,” Mac said. 

“Hey, now,” warned Ms. Sabbith with a sly smile. “Just remember who was 
the first to let you handle the goods.” She unpacked a box and shook it, then set 
it mysteriously on the table. 

“Oh, I couldn’t forget that.” Mac looked over at what she was doing. “So, 
uh, what do you have there?” he asked, turning away from his device. 

Dr. Goldstein harrumphed, and Mac quickly refocused on his job. “Scientists 
mustn’t get distracted,” the man said gruffly. 


“Sorry,” said Mac, but he glanced once more at Ms. Sabbith, clearly torn. 

Charlie and Maria grinned at each other. Dr. Goldstein often teased the kids 
now that they all had gotten to know one another better. He was like a grandpa 
with his goofy jokes. And the kids could tell he and Ms. Sabbith were pretending 
to compete for Mac’s attention. 

“Hey,” said Maria. “What are we? Chopped liver?” 

Charlie stared at her. “Chopped liver? What?” 

Maria rolled her eyes. “It’s a saying.” 

Charlie shrugged. “Anyway, let’s go see what Ms. Sabbith is doing.” 

“Yes,” said Ms. Sabbith. Come on over, you two. I’ve got some fun new 
technology to show you.” 

The girls gathered around Ms. Sabbith as she unpacked, explaining things as 
she took them out of their protective wrappings. “You know we’ve installed a 
communication system into your devices. Well, this is the control panel.” She 
took out a piece of equipment around the size of a large computer keyboard, 
with buttons and toggles and lights on it. “Once I tie your devices to this, the 
system will be kind of like what Dr. Gray’s soldiers use—you know how they 
press a button in their suits to talk to home base? Well, now you kids can do that 
too, only the button will be on your devices. And you’ll be able to hear me 
through the earpieces that go with it.” 

“That’s way better than using cell phones,” said Charlie. “We all remember 
how well that worked out.” She recalled with chagrin the moment Dr. Gray had 
captured them outside the vault because he’d taken over her mother’s phone and 
texted her. 

“Definitely more efficient,” agreed Ms. Sabbith, “especially if your phone is 
stuck inside your suit. Ahem.” She glanced sidelong at Mac. 

Mac tittered from his lab table. He often had things stuck in his pockets that 
he couldn’t access when his pangolin suit was activated. Like his inhaler, for 
one. 
“What else do you have?” asked Charlie. 

“All of our old drone friends,” she said, holding up the ladybug. 

“Except for the one Prowl ate,” Mac called out. 

Dr. Goldstein rapped on the table in front of Mac to get his attention. “I can 
send you over there if that’s what you really want, but then you must never come 
back,” he said in a mysterious voice. 

“What?” said Mac, staring at him. “Why not?” 

Dr. Goldstein shrugged. “Scientists are sensitive beings,’ he said. “Our 
feelings get hurt.” 

“Whatever,” said Mac, laughing. “Okay, I’m staying with you. Happy now?” 


Dr. Goldstein nodded, a small smile on his lips. “That’s better. I demand 
loyalty.” 

“You sound like Dr. Gray!” said Maria over her shoulder. 

“Oy,” said Dr. Goldstein. “That’s terrible. I take it back. Go wherever you 
want.” 

While Mac and Dr. Goldstein bantered, Ms. Sabbith pointed to a digital map 
on the control panel. “This is the GPS system so I’ll always know where you 
are,” she said. “You’ll show up as dots.” 

“How will you know which one of us is which?” 

“You’ll be color-coded,” said the woman. Then she pointed out a red alarm 
light on the board. “This will light up if you use the new emergency button on 
your devices. If I don’t have my earpiece in for some reason, Pll be alerted that 
you need help.” She glanced at the girls. “And if I do have my earpiece in, the 
emergency whistle is annoyingly, piercingly loud. So only use it if you really 
need it.” 

Charlie and Maria exchanged a mischievous glance. “What happens if we 
press the button by accident?” asked Maria. 

“Then ... Pll punish you by forcing you to work with Dr. Goldstein,” said 
Ms. Sabbith with a grin. 


CHAPTER 23 
Loud and Clear 


The scientists worked long into the evening leading up to the kids’ trip. 
Finished packing, Charlie stayed up with them, worrying over their lab stations 
but doing her best to stay out of the way. They were trying to finish the bracelets 
—at least to the point where the kids could practice a little with the new abilities 
during their week away. 

Dr. Jakande looked harried. “I’m determined to finish this.” 

“Tt would be ideal if the kids could give them a bit of a workout,” said Dr. 
Wilde. “But don’t stress it, Nubia. They don’t have to be perfect yet.” He peered 
into a microscope and adjusted something. “They’ll figure out if there are any 
glitches and let us know what improvements are needed. Plus, that would give 
them time to get used to the updated graphics. That way we don’t lose this week 
of training.” 

Ms. Sabbith’s voice crackled through an earpiece on the lab table. Dr. 
Goldstein quickly placed the unit in his ear and spoke into Mac’s Mark Two. 
“Come again? I read you.” He was quiet for a few seconds. Then he smiled and 
looked up at the others. “It’s working. At least on this unit. She tried the others 
already—you didn’t hear anything? Quinn? Nubia?” 

“Nothing,” said Dr. Sharma. Dr. Jakande shook her head and didn’t look up. 

“Nope,” said Dr. Wilde. “Charlie, put the Mark Six earpiece in and let me 
know if you hear Ms. Sabbith.” 

Charlie obeyed. “Nothing happening,” she said. “Where is she, anyway?” 

“Back in Chicago,” said Dr. Goldstein. 

Charlie’s eyes widened. “I figured she was just in the living room or 
something.” 

A few minutes later, Jack pointed to his earpiece and paused in his work to 
listen. 

Charlie watched his expression change. Finally he said into the device, 
“That’s promising. Keep us posted.” 

Dr. Jakande looked up. “What’s promising?” 


“Sabbith is hot on the trail of our old government contact. Remember 
Captain Zimmerman? Erica thinks she’s got a hot lead. She might be heading to 
Washington if she can get a meeting with her.” 

Dr. Jakande nodded. “I remember her,” she said. “That was such a long time 
ago.” She paused in her work to wipe her tired eyes, then put her safety glasses 
on and turned back to it. 

Charlie narrowed her eyes. The panther woman wasn’t acting like herself. 
She seemed stressed out trying to finish Maria’s bracelet. It almost sounded like 
she didn’t think she’d get done. Maria hadn’t had her Mark Four in weeks. How 
were they supposed to train if they never had the devices? Or. . . was that part of 
Dr. Jakande’s plan? Maybe she didn’t want Maria to train because she wanted 
Dr. Gray to beat them. 

Charlie frowned at herself. Now the stress was getting to her. She was being 
ridiculous. 

The night wore on. Charlie rested her head on the lab table for what felt like 
a minute and woke an hour later to her father nudging her awake. “Did you 
finish?” Charlie asked sleepily. 

“Not quite. I’m going to keep working. But you should go to bed. You’ve 
got a long flight ahead.” 

Charlie reluctantly agreed. She said good night to the scientists and slid off 
her chair. 

As she headed for the door, Dr. Jakande’s communication device crackled. 
Everyone turned. 

“Ts it Ms. Sabbith?” asked Charlie. “Did you get Maria’s device to work?” 

Nubia shook her head and pointed to her suit collar. “It’s my built-in,” she 
said grimly. “I thought I was done hearing from Miko. Let’s listen.” 

Charlie’s eyes widened. A familiar voice came through. 

“Zed,” Miko said in a harsh whisper. “I don’t know if you’re there, but if you 
are... well... something really bad happened. Maybe you’ve heard by now. 
Oh—!” There was a sudden loud crackle and a voice in the background. Then 
silence. 

“That was Kelly!” said Charlie. “Did she just shut Miko down?” 

Dr. Jakande looked fearfully at the others. “Should I try to respond?” 

Dr. Wilde looked at Dr. Sharma and Dr. Goldstein. Slowly Quinn shook her 
head. “We can’t risk it—not if Kelly’s there with her. She might tell Dr. Gray 
that Miko’s trying to contact you, and we don’t know what he could do to her. 
Besides, we don’t want to give them any idea that we’re the slightest bit 
interested in what they’re doing.” She paused, thinking. “We need to stay 
consistent and ignore.” 


Charlie watched Dr. Jakande carefully. Did the woman look the slightest bit 
guilty? Had she been telling the truth about not being in contact with Miko? 
Or . . . maybe that was worry on her face. It was sometimes hard to tell with the 
fur and whiskers. 

The scientists debated a little more, but ultimately stuck with the decision. 
When nothing more happened, Charlie dragged her body to bed, wondering what 
the bad thing was that had happened. 

By morning, all questions about Dr. Jakande and Miko were forgotten, for on 
the kitchen table by the cereal boxes lay three bracelets, a sealed envelope, and a 
note. 

Devices are ready for action! Communication feature not working quite yet 
—will fix that and any other glitches when you return. Enjoy your trip. 

Love, Dad 

P.S. There’s money in the envelope in case you need anything. If you have 
any left over, maybe you can do good with it. I know you’ ll think of something. 


CHAPTER 24 
Doing Good in the Neighborhood 


Maaria, Mac, and Charlie got off the plane in San Juan and saw Maria’s abuela 
Yolanda waiting for them. She greeted them with warm hugs, then showed them 
the way to the car. 

The long drive to her house was a big eye-opener. Near the ocean, sailboats 
were capsized on land and beaches washed away. Inland, buildings were toppled 
onto cars. Roofs blown off. Debris was everywhere, piled along the road, 
waiting for someone to haul it away. 

“Puerto Rico will never be the same,” Yolanda told them. As they finally 
neared her house, she pointed out a small grocery store that stood open and 
appeared to have had little damage. But next to it a row of houses had been 
flattened, as if a bulldozer had plowed them over. 

Yolanda slowed the car in front of a narrow side road that led steeply uphill. 
“Look up there,” she said. The street was covered in debris—large trees, 
overturned cars. Pieces of roofs and entire walls. The area around it was razed. 
“Nobody can get through.” 

“Does anyone live up there?” asked Maria. 

“Lots of people,” said Yolanda. “They’re stranded on the other side of this 
mess until the machines can get here to dig them out. We don’t know if they are 
okay or not.” 

The kids stared at the destruction. It was worse than they’d seen on TV. Way 
worse. 

Yolanda continued with the sobering tour. “There are a lot of places that we 
can’t get to. Streets unpassable. Businesses, houses . . . all of it is gone.” She 
seemed like she was about to cry, and Charlie didn’t blame her. This was 
Yolanda’s island. Her home. And it was destroyed. 

Maria reached for her grandmother’s hand. “I’m glad you’re okay, Abu.” 

The next day, Maria, Charlie, and Mac met the neighbors and together, with 
Yolanda, worked harder than they’d ever worked before in their lives. They 
cleared branches and pieces of wood and siding from houses that had been 


destroyed. They helped move a big fence out of the road. They ran down to the 
little grocery store to buy goods for an elderly man whose car had been 
destroyed. 

They were constantly working alongside other people in the community, so it 
was hard to find opportunities to use their devices without being noticed, though 
occasionally Charlie’s strength automatically kicked in when she was helping to 
lift something heavy. 

That night after dinner, once Abu Yolanda had nodded off to sleep in her 
chair, the three looked at one another. They weren’t done yet. 

“Let’s go to that one road,” said Maria, rummaging in the garage for a 
battery-powered floodlight. 

“The one with all the overturned cars,” said Mac, knowing exactly which one 
she meant. 

“Where the people are stranded on the other side,” said Charlie. “If we can 
clear that road, maybe we can use our extra trip money to buy food and bring it 
up there.” 

“But can we at least try out our new devices first? They might be able to help 
us,” asked Mac. 

“Of course,” said Charlie. 

The three set off through the dark using their phone flashlights. Some 
temporary street lighting had been set up in spots, but not nearly enough. 

They’d had time on the plane to check out their updated devices and scroll 
through the new designs. Mac had even tried out his basilisk suit in the airplane 
lavatory, but there was a line behind him so he hadn’t had time to admire it for 
long. Besides, the tail had almost flopped right into the toilet, so the situation 
wasn’t ideal. Still, he’d tried to get Maria to test her werealligator in there too, 
but she didn’t dare after what had happened last time. If there were any sort of 
glitches it would be hard to explain that to a flight attendant. 

The impassable road was deserted. When they neared the worst of the 
destruction, they stopped and set their phones down, facing them so they could 
see one another. Maria clicked on the floodlight and stood in its glow. 

“T’m going to test the howler monkey mode first,” said Maria. “Just to make 
sure that still works like it did before. I’m a little nervous to try the alligator.” 
She tapped her bracelet and slipped into monkey mode. It worked as before. 
Then she smoothly went back to normal at the touch of a button. Returning to a 
howler, she retested what would happen if she took the bracelet off, and 
immediately turned back to her human self. “That all seems to be working 
great,” she said. “One of you go next while I work up the guts to try my new 
animal.” 


Charlie’s Mark Six had all five of her same abilities plus the new viper 
vision. The device’s screen was larger and the interface was updated, so she got 
familiar with that before she poised her finger over the new viper heat-vision 
ability. “Okay,” she said. “Here goes.” 

She clicked on the snake and waited, looking around. Mac and Maria took on 
a red tinge. “I see some red where your bodies are. So, I guess that means it 
works.” 

“What about out there?” said Mac, pointing to the piles of debris. “Pll bet 
you can see all sorts of animals. And people, too, obviously. You’ll be able to 
tell if anybody’s coming while we’re working.” 

“That’s cool,” said Charlie. She turned and looked where Mac was pointing. 
After a minute, she noticed a few small red blobs moving around. “There! Oh 
my goodness! I see something!” 

“What is it?” asked Mac. 

“I think . . . it’s rats! Or really big mice.” She stared in horror. “I kind of 
don’t want to see them, but now I can’t look away.” 

“Gross,” said Maria. 

“Hey, as long as they’re not bugs, I’m good,” said Mac. 

Charlie messed around a bit more with her device. 

Mac was itching to move on. “Are you ready to see my basilisk lizard suit?” 

“Yes,” said Charlie, turning back to the others. 

“Sure,” said Maria. “Pll go after you.” 

First Mac double-checked his silvery pangolin suit to make sure nothing got 
screwed up in the process of adding the new ability. Everything checked out. 
Then he clicked on his new basilisk lizard ability. Instantly his silvery suit 
thinned considerably and clung to his body. It took on a greenish metallic tinge 
and the spikes melted into a smooth, streamlined skin. A long thin tail shot out 
from the back. The part covering his feet grew larger and cupped, and several 
metallic toes took shape and spread out. 

“Wow, it’s beautiful,” said Maria. 

“Thanks,” Mac said, looking at himself all over. “I feel a lot lighter in this 
than with the pangolin suit. But these feet ... seem... weird.” 

“Try running,” Maria suggested. 

“Maybe I’d better start with walking.” Mac took a few steps, trying to figure 
out how to negotiate his new body dimensions. He took a few more. Then he 
stopped and hopped lightly over a tree branch. “I can definitely move better,” he 
said. 

“You’ve lost your clunk,” noted Maria. 

Mac hopped around a few more times. “I’ve never been a very good runner,” 


he said apologetically, “so don’t be disappointed if I don’t go as fast or as 
smoothly as you expect.” 

Charlie smiled. “Don’t worry. Go ahead. Give it a try.” 

Mac took a breath and let it out. “I forgot. My inhaler’s in my pocket,” he 
said, looking sheepish. While Charlie and Maria waited patiently, Mac powered 
down the suit, used his inhaler, took a few slow breaths, and then clicked on the 
basilisk lizard. This time green liquid poured from his device and formed the 
suit. His feet grew cupped and wide as before. 

“Okay, cool.” Mac took a few steps, then started jogging. 

“You can do this,’ Maria encouraged. “Don’t worry about it. It’s the 
pangolin suit that’s slow—not you, Mac.” 

Mac shrugged, knowing that was only partly true. He jogged across the dirt, 
getting used to his new strange feet and the streamlined effect of the suit. He felt 
almost buoyant. 

He looked that way, too. 

“Go faster, Mac!” Charlie called out. “You’re doing great.” 

Mac sped up. Surprisingly, he found his legs were incredibly strong—they 
weren’t getting tired like they always used to when he tried to keep up with 
Charlie and Maria. He went faster, feeling like he was stepping on springs. 

“That’s it,” Charlie encouraged. “You’re moving really fast!” 

“I am?” Mac shouted back as he turned to circle around. 

“You’re cruising,” said Maria. Instinctively she clicked into monkey mode 
and ran for the trees so she could move along with Mac and encourage him. “Is 
your breathing okay?” 

“This is hardly winding me at all,” said Mac. “It’s just so... easy! I’ve 
never... been able... to run like this before.” 

Charlie grinned. Whether he’d meant to or not, Dr. Goldstein had given Mac 
something that nobody had realized Mac wanted. He’d always lagged behind the 
girls when they ran, and he didn’t have their soccer-playing stamina. He had to 
be careful because of his asthma. But the girls hardly ever thought about it. They 
never realized Mac might feel like he was missing out because of it. He’d never 
said so. But now he was moving like a track star. 

Maria swung on the tree branches just behind Mac as he came back to where 
Charlie stood. Normal Mac would have stopped and probably collapsed, but 
lizard Mac didn’t even slow down. He flew past Charlie and started up the road, 
hopping over debris, picking things up and chucking them along the side of the 
road. 

Charlie knew this was important. They’d had to wait for Mac in the past, and 
that could put them all at risk. Now he could keep up a better than normal pace. 


If only they could find some water nearby to see how his ability worked. There 
were some flooded ditches and big puddles around that might do. But that might 
be dangerous if Mac fell in. Yolanda had warned them that the standing water 
left over from the hurricane could be filled with bad bacteria or have sharp 
objects hidden under the surface, so they should stay away from it. 

The girls stayed within their lighted area. Charlie clicked on her elephant 
strength mode and began picking up large tree branches while they waited for 
Mac to come back. He was breathing harder now, for sure, but wasn’t nearly as 
winded as he would have been. His grin was wide when he switched back to 
normal. “This,” he said, wheezing a little, “is awesome.” 

“We’ll have to find some clean water for you to try to run on,” said Charlie. 

“T could try Yolanda’s bathtub,” said Mac with a laugh. 

“There’s always the beach, though I’m not sure what’s left of it,” said Maria. 
“We’ll have to see how much work we get done here first.” 

The other two agreed that the work was more important, at least for now. 
Then Mac and Charlie turned to Maria, who was still in monkey mode. 

“Well?” said Charlie. “Are you ready to become an alligator? Maybe once 
you’re strong you can help me roll some of these cars over.” 


CHAPTER 25 
Like Old Times 


Maria, still in monkey mode, gave Charlie a nervous look. “I’m scared.” 

“Still?” said Charlie. “I don’t get it. You’re not going to get stuck as an 
alligator. That part got fixed, right?” 

“T know,” said Maria. She sighed. “It’s not that.” 

“Then what is it?” asked Mac. 

“T guess I’m scared of the ferocious part,” she said. “I mean, what if I start 
attacking people like Kelly did with Andy?” 

“Oh, Maria,” Charlie said, “you’ll still be the same on the inside. Just like 
you are as a howler monkey. The animal doesn’t change who you are. It just 
gives you abilities.” 

“Kelly made her own choices,” Mac said. “The platypus spikes didn’t make 
her hurt innocent people. She decided to use them, knowing exactly what they 
would do.” 

“Trust yourself,” said Charlie. “We trust you.” 

“T know,” said Maria. “Thanks for the reminder, though. I do trust myself.” 
She pressed her lips together, then nodded confidently. She examined her device, 
took a breath, and clicked the alligator mode. She cringed and waited. 

A split second later, Maria’s body morphed wildly. “Whoa!” she cried. 

Charlie and Mac jumped back and shone their flashlights on her. Maria 
flopped onto the ground, her arms and legs growing short and squat and her 
torso extending crazily. Her face flattened and her mouth protruded, her teeth 
grew more plentiful and bigger and sharper, her forehead sank and her eyeballs 
bulged. When she stopped moving, Charlie gasped. “Are you okay?” 

“T’m fine, I think. Just . . . wow. I think we’ve got our first glitch.” 

Then Mac got closer to her and started laughing. 

“Dios mio,” Maria muttered, trying to look at herself. “Why are you 
laughing, Mac?” 

“You’re still covered in monkey fur, Maria,” said Charlie, trying not to laugh 
like Mac was doing. “And you still... well...” 


“You still have a monkey tail right above your alligator tail!” exclaimed 
Mac. “Oh wow. This is amazing.” He started cough-laughing and held his 
stomach. 

Maria curved her alligator shaped body sideways so she could see herself, 
and her bulging eyes widened even more in horror. “I look ridiculous! And ’'m 
SO... S0...” 

“So alligatory?” said Charlie. 

“Yes! This ... this isn’t going to work.” 

“Can you go back to monkey mode?” asked Mac, who had stopped laughing 
by then. 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “Try that. Pll bet you have both animal features 
because you went from weremonkey mode to werealligator mode. Click out of 
both and start from your normal human self. Can you even reach your device?” 

“Ay caramba.” Maria was still trying to see her full self and looking 
worried. “Sooo much alligator.” She moved one clawed front foot to the other, 
where the device was tightly wrapped around her . . . well, her wrist-like area. 
She tipped her head sideways and peered at it with one bulgy eyeball, then 
tapped her claw on the device a couple times. Soon the alligator features 
disappeared and she morphed back into a more normal size. Then she turned off 
the monkey. 

“Well,” she said, happy to be on two human feet again, “that was quite an 
adventure.” She looked at herself all over, checking for tails and fur and claws, 
and determined she was completely human again. “At least I can turn them off.” 

Charlie was relieved that Maria was handling the issues so well. “And like 
you said, it’s a glitch. A pretty big one, but this is just a trial run. A chance to 
figure out the problems. I’m sure Dr. Jakande can fix all of this.” 

“Yeah,” said Maria, “I know. I’m not worried this time.” 

“Now try the alligator directly,” suggested Mac. 

Maria took a deep breath and steeled herself for the strange morphing once 
again. She clicked the alligator, and this time, along with taking on a mostly 
reptilian shape, she showed no signs of being a monkey. 

“That was it,” said Mac. “Charlie, you were right. Hopefully that part won’t 
be too hard to fix either. Do you want to try moving around?” 

“Um ... sure.” Maria worked on walking first. It was harder than she 
expected with four limbs on the ground. Soon she got the hang of moving her 
right front with her back left, but she didn’t like being so close to the ground. It 
seemed too difficult. She pushed herself up to try to stand on her back legs, then 
tried walking upright like a human. She staggered on her short limbs, trying to 
balance the weight of her long torso using her tail to lean back on. “I’m gonna 


need to look a lot less like an alligator,” she said. “It’s too hard to move 
normally and how am I going to be able to help fight the soldiers? I want my 
regular arms and legs back, at least.” 

“For sure,” said Charlie. “And maybe not quite such a big alligator head and 
face?” 

Maria put her head down and felt her cheeks. “It’s so . . . warty.” 

“Well,” said Mac, as if to remind her that she chose it, “it is an alligator.” 

“I know, I know. It’s just so . . . dramatically different. I expected I’d be able 
to stay upright with maybe a tail, claws, and some teeth. Not this.” 

“Well, Dr. Jakande can take a look at that when we get back. For now, let’s 
see what you can do in this mode,” said Charlie, anxious to keep working on 
their plan to clear the roadway. She walked over to a car that was blocking the 
street. Its windows and tires were blown out and the interior was destroyed by 
the elements. She caught sight of the rats again and hastily clicked off her viper 
ability—better to forget they were there. Then, putting all her strength into it, she 
picked up one side of the car and rolled it. And rolled it. And rolled it. 

Maria joined her in alligator mode for one last heave onto the side of the 
road. Mac, wearing his pangolin suit, used his claws to break a huge tree trunk 
into more manageable pieces. 

They worked until they were exhausted, but it hardly looked like they’d done 
anything—that’s how bad it was. But they were determined to do everything 
they could to open up that road so that the people living up in the mountains 
could get through once more. 

“This kind of feels like how things were when we first discovered Charlie 
had abilities,” said Maria, wiping the sweat off her warty alligator brow. “Like 
when she saved those people from the burning house.” 

Mac smiled, remembering. “That was really cool,” he said. “And this is even 
better.” 

“Like old times,” said Charlie. “Helping people in the neighborhood. It’s so 
much more fun than having to fight bad guys.” 


CHAPTER 26 
A Change of Plans 


By the end of the second night, Maria, Mac, and Charlie had cleared enough to 
be noticed by people driving by. It put them in a tough spot, because during the 
third day while they cleaned up Yolanda’s neighborhood, people were talking 
about it. They speculated about why there were no big machines sitting there to 
haul off the stuff, and wondered if it was the work of someone other than the 
government contractors who were in various other parts of the island. The kids 
weren’t quite sure what to do when people talked about checking things out at 
night. 

“Charlie can see them coming, at least,” Mac muttered to the girls. 

“Maybe we should try to start from the top end of the road instead,” said 
Maria. “And work our way down, saving the stuff nearest the intersection for our 
last night so we don’t get caught in the act.” 

“Easy for a monkey and a gecko to climb over all the stuff,” said Mac. He 
paused, thinking. “I wonder if my basilisk lizard might be useful for that too.” 

“With feet like that, how can you go wrong?” said Charlie. “I think we 
should try it. We don’t want to be discovered because then we can’t work.” 

As it turned out, things took a turn for the worse in an unexpected way. That 
night they headed out to clear more stuff away. They climbed over fallen trees, 
cars, and debris, only to discover a big open area up ahead. At first, they were 
glad to see it—less wreckage to clean up. But when they moved closer and 
shined their lights on it, they realized it wasn’t just an open space. The road had 
been totally washed away. There was a huge chasm, wide at the top and 
narrowing as it went down, with a river at the bottom. There was no way to get 
to the other side. 

“Now what?” asked Charlie, her heart sinking. Had everything they’d done 
so far been for nothing? Or was there a way to get across? 

The three friends thought about all of their various abilities and how they 
could use them in this situation. “I could climb down the rock face using my 
gecko ability,” said Charlie, peering down the chasm. “But I don’t think Maria’s 


monkey would be able to—there aren’t any handholds. And I’m not sure I can 
cross that river. We don’t know how deep it is.” 

“If you were able to carry us down,” said Maria, “Mac and I can both cross 
the river now.” 

“Yeah, but then how would we climb up the other side?” asked Mac. “We’d 
need Charlie for that, too.” 

“That’s too dangerous for her,” said Maria, “especially in the dark. We can’t 
risk it.” 

“Maybe if we work together,” Mac mused, “Maria and I could get you 
across. You could step on Maria’s alligator back with one foot and I could help 
you as I run across the water with my basilisk lizard suit. . . .” 

“That sounds disastrous,” said Maria. “I mean, neither one of us has had the 
chance to try out our water abilities yet. We’re not sure how they work exactly.” 

Charlie was not enthusiastic about the prospect. “There are too many things 
that could go wrong. Besides, what are we going to do once we get over there? If 
we're going to try to bring food and supplies, we have to think of how to carry 
all of that stuff, too. I mean, I’m strong enough, but . . .” She imagined trying to 
balance dozens of bags of groceries while trying to get across the gorge. 

“The people up there need help,” said Maria, tears springing to her eyes. 
“Nobody is coming! And now we can’t get there either.” 

“Maybe I can throw things across,” suggested Charlie. “Or use a tree like a 
giant pole to put things on the other side?” 

“How does that help if nobody can get to it from the other side?” Maria 
pointed out. 

“Can Abu Yolanda call them?” asked Mac. 

“No electricity up there. No phones,” Maria reminded him. 

Mac sagged. 

“We have to get to them,” said Charlie, determined. “Somehow. We have the 
powers. We just have to figure out how to use them for this.” 

“Hey, Charlie,” said Mac after a moment. “You mentioned using a tree like a 
pole. But what if you just put a tree across to make a bridge?” 

Charlie stared at him. “Duh,” she said. “Why didn’t I think of that? Let’s try 
it.” She went for the longest uprooted tree she could find and brought it over, 
then held on to one end and tried laying it across. But the chasm was too wide 
and the tree wouldn’t reach the other side. 

“How close are we?” asked Charlie. 

Mac trained his flashlight on the other side as Charlie held the tree. 

“Not far,” said Mac. “So close it’s frustrating.” 

“The chasm narrows,” said Maria. Her face lit up as an idea formed. “Try 


setting the tree in and see if it catches. Maybe we can wedge it in there a few feet 
down.” 

Charlie bent down, back straining as she tried to keep the tree as horizontal 
as possible. But it still didn’t catch. 

“You’re so close!” said Maria. “Drop it!” 

Charlie dropped the tree and it caught several feet below them, making a 
slightly uneven bridge to the other side. They peered over the cliff at it. 





Maria held the light up. “Well,” she said, “I wouldn’t walk on it. But that’s 
something.” 

“Yep,” said Charlie. “Still too dangerous.” Charlie’s night vision made the 
log shimmer a silvery color. “We don’t know if it’ ll hold.” 

They sat there unsure what to do. 

“What if I put more trees next to the first one?” said Charlie. “Once we have 
a base of tree trunks, we can pile more trees and even other stuff on top. That’ ll 
help it wedge in there even more solidly. And we’ I build a bridge.” 

“Yes!” Mac exclaimed. “A bridge! Then we can walk over, clear the road on 
that side, and then bring some supplies.” 

“And let the people up there know they can get through,” said Maria. “That’s 
it! Everybody move—we don’t have any time to waste.” 


Even though she was completely exhausted, Charlie looked forward to morning, 
when she and her friends could work with Yolanda’s neighbors again. She loved 
being part of a community. Everyone helping one another. Friends, strangers, all 
trusting one another. 

Nobody suspected anyone of being there for the wrong reason. Nobody tried 
to take advantage of another person’s weakness. Not one of them was there to 
compete. They were all there to help. To show love and solidarity and goodness 
during a time of disaster. 

It made Charlie think a lot about how much suspicion she had in her life at 
home. How she often had to weigh people’s motives, or expect the worst from 
them instead of the best, like here. It made her very thoughtful. She liked it 
better this way. 

She also liked their secret plan to help. The bridge took them two nights to 
build. Charlie jammed uprooted trees into the chasm in a line while Maria, in 
alligator mode, moved more debris to the edge for Charlie to layer on top of the 
tree base. Mac used his pangolin claws to break an enormous concrete roof from 
a destroyed building into eight equal squares. Eventually Charlie could lay the 
pieces end to end to be the finishing layer of the makeshift bridge. 

When it neared completion and there was nothing left for Mac to do, he 
pooled all the money the three had brought to Puerto Rico with them. Including 
the extra money from Dr. Wilde, they had $475, so they’d need to make a lot of 
trips to the grocery store—and he wanted to get started. 

The moon was full and bright, casting an eerie glow on the devastation. 
Using basilisk mode, Mac ran down the road to the grocer to buy as much 


nonperishable food as he could carry, like peanut butter and soup and bottled 
water. After he paid, he stopped in the shadows outside the store to enable his 
basilisk mode again. He could hear the ocean nearby. 

When he returned to the work site, he saw that Charlie and Maria were 
nearly finished. Charlie was carrying the last piece of the concrete roof over to 
the bridge. She laid it carefully on top, making a relatively even, smooth path 
across. 

“There,” she said, dusting off her hands. “That’s it.” It was well after 
midnight. She flipped on her gecko ability as a precaution and ventured out onto 
the bridge. She jumped up and down a few times. It was solid. She glanced at the 
others. “We did it!” 

Mac nodded approvingly. “Now just three nights left to get the rest of this 
cleaned up.” 

Maria eyed the supplies that Mac had brought. “I hope the wild animals 
don’t get into these.” 

Charlie and Mac looked at each other. “I didn’t think of that,” said Mac. 

“Maybe we can hang the groceries from a tree or something,” said Maria. “I 
saw people do that once on TV.” She looked across the bridge and saw a light 
pole still standing, though it was bent. “Charlie, can you run back to Abu’s? 
There’s a rope in the garage and some canvas shopping bags with handles in the 
pantry. Mac and I will tie everything up while you’re gone and get some of this 
little stuff out of the road.” 

“Back in a flash.” Charlie sped to Yolanda’s in cheetah mode and returned in 
a few minutes with the items. Mac packed the food and water into the canvas 
bags and strung the rope through the handles. Maria, in weremonkey mode, 
climbed the pole holding the ends of the rope and hung from the top by her tail. 
Charlie hoisted the stuff up and Maria tied the rope so the bags of groceries hung 
just above their heads. 

Things were moving along once more. But the kids were beat. 

By the sixth night, they’d cleared out most of the big stuff from the stretch 
across the bridge. While Charlie and Maria had continued moving the remaining 
debris off the road, Mac had made daily trips to the grocery store. Their food and 
water supply had grown large and they were eager to deliver it. They were 
running out of time. 

Even if they didn’t finish, Charlie thought, at least what remained on the 
road was something ordinary people could handle. With the last of a huge leafy 
tree moved aside, Charlie could make out the shapes of a few houses. That was a 
good sign. There weren’t any lights coming from them, which worried Charlie, 
but then she remembered there was still no electricity up there. 


Pausing to rest, Charlie tapped her device and turned on her new viper 
vision. She scanned the area, wondering if she’d be able to detect heat through 
the walls of the houses—was this ability that strong? She figured it wouldn’t 
hurt to test it. Venturing closer, she heard a dog bark and quickly spotted it on 
the porch of a house. She focused on that home and thought she detected a 
couple splotches of red. Could it be? She was hopeful that it wasn’t just her 
imagination. 

Maria and Mac returned with one last load of supplies. Their money was 
gone. Maria untied the goods from the pole and Charlie hoisted them, like Santa 
Claus might, over her shoulder. The three of them trudged up the hill toward the 
houses. 

Despite being the middle of the night, they left the goods on the doorsteps, 
knocked, then ran—they didn’t want to have to explain how they’d gotten there, 
but they knew the people would figure out that the passage must be open again. 

Their last task was to finish removing the debris from the bottom part of the 
road that they’d left so people wouldn’t come in search of the midnight cleanup 
crew. It took them almost until morning, but they finished just hours before 
Yolanda would be taking them to the airport. It would be a big surprise for 
people driving past, but the kids wouldn’t be there to see it. That part didn’t 
matter. As they turned to go to Yolanda’s house to catch a couple hours of sleep, 
Mac stopped the girls. 

“Hey,” he said. “We’re not going to get much sleep anyway. Want to just 
stay up?” 

“And do what?” asked Maria. 

Mac pointed down the hill, past the store, where he’d heard the ocean waves. 
“Finally try out our new abilities on water.” 

Charlie’s and Maria’s faces lit up. “Sure, who needs sleep?” said Charlie. 
“Let’s go!” 

Maria led them down a path to what was left of a small beach. Mac clicked 
on his basilisk lizard mode. The light green metallic liquid flowed over his body. 

Maria clicked on her werealligator. She was getting used to morphing into 
the creature now, though she still didn’t like it. “Really gonna need to fix this 
back in Arizona,” she muttered. But she was excited to try out her swimming in 
this mode. 

Charlie found a spot in the sand to settle in, and smiled as she watched her 
friends: Mac running on top of the waves, Maria gliding partially underwater. 

After a few minutes, Charlie remembered wanting to test her starfish ability, 
so she went in too. She dunked her head under to see if it gave her any extra 
water features, but it didn’t appear to. Charlie wasn’t surprised. She surfaced and 


bobbed, loving the coolness on her skin and the night sky above. And for a brief 
moment, all seemed well in the world. 


CHAPTER 27 
Back to Reality 


They slept the whole way home. When they got off the plane in Phoenix, 
Charlie’s mom, Mac’s dad, and Maria’s mom were there to pick them up at the 
gate. As Charlie ran to hug her mother, a TV monitor tuned to a news channel 
caught her eye. On the screen was a grainy photo from an airport security 
camera, showing two soldiers wearing bodysuits and face masks, getting into a 
limo. In the corner of the photo was part of a third person whose back was to the 
camera. All they could see was a swath of blond hair. The chyron at the bottom 
of the screen read, “Manhunt Continues in Guadalajara. American Suspects 
Armed and Dangerous.” 

Charlie’s eyes widened. She pulled back from the hug and pointed to the 
screen. “Did you see this?” 

Dr. Wilde nodded and gave Charlie a “boy do I have a story for you” look. 
“PII fill you in later,” she said as the group moved to the exit. Maria had seen it 
too, and she gave Charlie a wide-eyed questioning look. Charlie shrugged 
helplessly. They’d have to talk when Maria’s and Mac’s parents weren’t around. 
But now they were all excited to see their kids and hear about their work in 
Puerto Rico. The mystery would have to wait. 

The families parted ways at the parking garage elevator, and finally Charlie 
was alone with her mom. They walked arm in arm, Charlie pulling her carry-on 
behind her. “What was that all about on the TV? Was that Kelly and the 
soldiers? It looked like Mega and Prowl.” 

“That was them all right,” said Dr. Wilde grimly. “I’m not sure what they’re 
doing in Mexico, but they injured some customs officials at the airport and one 
of them is in a coma. They’re in big trouble. Nobody knows where they are, 
though.” She pointed out their car and they got in. “Your dad says Guadalajara 
has one of the best zoos in Latin America, which could be why they went there.” 

“Wow.” It was a lot for Charlie to take in. After a week away from this mess, 
it was a harsh awakening. “What are we going to do?” 

Mrs. Wilde backed out of her parking space and drove toward the garage 


exit. “Ms. Sabbith is trying to track them down. Once the news confirmed that 
they flew in from San Diego, she went down there and started looking for the 
van. She also finally got in touch with Captain Brenda Zimmerman—she was 
the one who originally hired Talos Global to work on Project Chimera.” 

“Wow, Ms. Sabbith has been busy,” said Charlie. 

“It’s amazing how hard it was for her to find them, but when the government 
goes top secret, they aren’t fooling around. Anyway, now Captain Zimmerman 
knows what Gray is up to. Whether she believes it to be as serious of a threat as 
we do remains to be seen.” 

“Why wouldn’t she want to help?” asked Charlie. It seemed crazy not to. 

“Maybe she’ll decide to.” Dr. Wilde didn’t sound hopeful. “But this whole 
situation turning people into hybrids and chimeras is one you have to see to 
believe, you know? We need to convince her that this project evolved into 
something crazy after she shuttered it all those years ago.” 

Charlie let out a breath. “Wow,” she said. “So now what? When do you think 
Dr. Gray will come back with his soldiers?” 

Dr. Wilde glanced at Charlie as she headed for the highway. “Honey, I don’t 
think they’ ll be able to get back into the United States. They’re wanted . . . for a 
serious crime.” 

“Even Kelly?” asked Charlie, looking fearful. 

Dr. Wilde nodded. “Especially Kelly. The officer who is in a coma had a 
head wound . . . and a poisonous puncture wound to the stomach,” she said 
quietly. “It’s pretty obvious Kelly hasn’t stopped using her destructive powers to 
hurt people.” She let the words sink in, then added, “I’m afraid she’s gone too 
far to ever turn back.” 


CHAPTER 28 
New Abilities 


The next day Mac and Maria showed up at Charlie’s house, eager to see what 
progress had been made in their absence. They’d seen the news. Now that they 
were here, Charlie told them everything her mom had said about Kelly and Dr. 
Gray and the soldiers. 

“Whoa,” said Mac. “Kelly put a customs official in a coma.” 

“We don’t know for sure if Kelly did it,” said Charlie. “He had a head injury 
too, which was probably from one of the soldiers.” 

“Are they still in Guadalajara?” asked Maria. 

“My mom thinks they are. She said they’ll be stuck in Mexico because of 
what they’ve done.” 

“Yeah—they’ll have to go into hiding, Pll bet,” said Maria. “Those suits 
they wear are pretty noticeable.” 

“The fur and other animal features underneath probably won’t help,” said 
Charlie. 

“At least we know where they are,” said Mac. 

“But Mexico is huge,” said Maria. “They could go a lot of places.” 

“Not if they’re trying to hide,” said Mac. 

Charlie nodded solemnly. 

Just then the scientists and Ms. Sabbith arrived for the day. They filed into 
the house and greeted the kids. Mr. and Mrs. Wilde came into the dining room as 
well. 

“Since we’re all here, let’s gather around,” suggested Mr. Wilde. “We can 
update everyone on a few things.” 

They sat at the dining table, Maria and Mac sharing a chair and Charlie 
leaning over the back of it behind them. The adults took the remaining seats. 

“Tt’s great to have our young team back again,” said Mr. Wilde. “Welcome, 
and I hope you all had as much fun as Charlie did helping out over there. We’re 
excited to hear how your new abilities are working.” 

“We tried them out, all right,” said Mac. Maria grimaced, and then they both 


laughed. 

“Before we go into that, though,” said Charlie’s dad, “Erica has an update on 
Dr. Gray.” He nodded at Ms. Sabbith. 

“Yes, I do,” she said. “Here’s what we know: Dr. Gray was with Kelly and 
four of his soldiers—Braun, Mega, Prowl, and Miko. They flew on a private 
plane from San Diego to Guadalajara, where they caused serious problems at the 
airport.” 

She paused, then added, “To be honest, I was really puzzled for a while 
about why Victor would try to leave the country with them—he had to know that 
even private planes would have to go through customs, and that his soldiers 
would still be scrutinized. But then Nubia told me he has some sort of nefarious 
connections in Guadalajara. Apparently, he’d made several trips there while we 
were working on the devices initially. So maybe he thought he could get through 
without incident. Anyway, according to news reports, Gray and the team were 
questioned on board their plane. They ended up attacking the agents and fleeing 
in a black limo. Their driver doesn’t remember them or where he dropped them 
off.” 

“Kelly,” said the three kids in unison. 

“T found the white van in California and monitored the house where it was 
parked. There appeared to be activity inside so I stayed to watch. Once darkness 
fell, Cyke, Fang, and Morph started loading up the van. When they finished I 
had an opportunity to attach a GPS inside the back bumper and a tiny camera to 
the windshield wipers.” 

“You’re so cool,” said Mac, shaking his head. “So freaking cool.” 

Dr. Goldstein playfully rolled his eyes. 

Ms. Sabbith smiled. “Yes, I am,” she said, giving Dr. Goldstein the side-eye. 
“T flew back this morning and I’m pleased to report that as of fifteen minutes 
ago, the van is on the move. Heading south toward Mexico.” 

“Oh,” said Dr. Sharma, sitting up. “That’s interesting. Are all three soldiers 
inside?” 

Ms. Sabbith nodded. “Cyke is driving. The other two are with him. And if 
they make it across the border without getting stopped, they’ ll lead us directly to 
Dr. Gray.” 

A few of the adults frowned. “So . . . we actually want them to get through 
border control,” mused Jack. “How do we make that happen?” 

“Tve got our old government contact in the loop now,” said Ms. Sabbith. 
“She’s agreed to help us with this part because of the wanted status of Dr. Gray. 
But it’s been tough getting her to understand how advanced these devices and 
hybrids have become since she shut down the project ten years ago. She thinks 


I’m exaggerating. I tried to pull footage from the insect cams of the last fight we 
had, but Prowl and Miko destroyed that computer when they tied us up. Not to 
mention she really doesn’t want to come back to this whole mess that she 
thought she’d buried ages ago.” 

“Getting Cyke across the border is a step in the right direction at least,” said 
Charlie’s dad. “You’re doing great. We’ve got you running everywhere and 
you’re killing it, Erica. Thank you.” 

Ms. Sabbith nodded. “This is serious business. I worry Gray is going to ramp 
things up and do something rash now that he’s cornered.” 

Dr. Jakande, who’d been quiet until now, nodded. “The soldiers have been 
given more abilities. Did you notice the security camera footage of Miko? She’s 
got something strange on her back.” 

“T thought it was just a backpack,” said Dr. Goldstein. 

“Look more closely.” Dr. Jakande clicked on her tablet and brought up the 
photos. She showed one around the table. “It’s huge. She’d never wear 
something like that—she’d carry a bag so she could drop it quickly if she needed 
to spring into action. The backpack would only serve to hinder her chimp 
performance.” She sat back. “I think she’s hiding something under that 
canvas ... wings. Back when I was working with Dr. Gray that was the feature 
he most talked about wanting to give to a soldier.” 

“Wings?” said Charlie and Mac together. That was unexpected. 

“Whoa, that’s awesome. Why didn’t we think of that?” added Mac, more to 
himself than anyone else. 

The doctors murmured with one another. Charlie’s dad gave Dr. Jakande a 
respectful nod. “Excellent deduction, Nubia.” 

“Thank you.” 

Charlie glanced at Dr. Jakande. The woman had just given them some 
important information. It certainly seemed like the kind of information she’d 
hide if she were secretly working with Dr. Gray. 

Charlie thought back to how she’d felt in Puerto Rico. About trusting people. 
Maybe she had been imagining Dr. Jakande’s sneakiness all along. It was true 
that Charlie had been overly suspicious of everyone ever since Dr. Gray’s first 
attack and then Kelly’s betrayal. But there was something that had changed 
inside her, at least a little. She wanted to trust people more. 

“That’s all I have for now,” said Ms. Sabbith. “Pl keep you updated. It’s a 
long drive—it’ll take them a couple days if they want to stay off the radar and 
stop to sleep.” 

“Well,” said Mr. Wilde, pushing his chair back. “I guess that’s it, then.” 

“Dad!” said Charlie. “Not funny. What about the bracelets? We have to talk 


about them.” 

“Oh right,” Dr. Wilde said in a teasing voice. “Well, we’re dying to see how 
we did. Want to show us?” 

Dr. Sharma chimed in. “Yes, we’d love to have a look. Then we can figure 
out how to fix them before we make the trip south, because it doesn’t appear that 
our friends are coming back here.” 

“So we're all going there?” asked Charlie. 

“From what Ms. Sabbith said, we’re going to have to,” said Mr. Wilde. “It’s 
the only way to stop them.” 

Charlie looked at her friends in alarm. “Do you think your parents will let 
you come with us?” 

“T don’t see why not,” said Maria. “It’s only fair. You went along on our 
trips, after all.” 

“Yep,” said Mac. “I’m sure my parents will be cool with it.” 

Mrs. Wilde spoke up. “Okay, so why don’t you float the idea to them that 
we're thinking of taking a trip to Mexico before summer ends, and we’d love 
you two to come along. Then, in case we have to move fast, it won’t come as a 
total surprise. Do you both have passports?” 

“I do, Mrs. Dr. Wilde,” said Maria. 

Mac nodded. “Yup, me too.” 

“Sooo ... ,” said Charlie, lifting her wrist. “Back to the devices.” She 
clicked on her viper sensor and looked around the room. “There is no one hiding 
in this dining room,” she announced. “All clear. It works great—though 
sometimes I’d rather not see things like rats.” 

“Ha-ha. Well, that’s excellent,” said Dr. Wilde. He turned to Mac. “How 
about your basilisk lizard? Can you show us?” 

Mac stepped back and clicked on the feature. The scientists oohed when the 
streamlined suit wrapped around his body and a tail shot out. “It’s quiet, and I 
can run really well with it on land. And we had a chance to try it out on the 
ocean. I can zoom over the water, just like the real animal. It’s super slick and I 
love it!” 

“So, you think I’m cool too?” asked Dr. Goldstein with a sniff. 

Mac grinned. “Totally cool.” 

Ms. Sabbith frowned. Maria and Charlie feigned bored looks. 

“And, Maria,” said Nubia, leaning forward, “how about yours?” 

“Well... ,” said Maria, “maybe it’s better if I show you.” 

“Uh-oh,” said Dr. Jakande. “That sounds like a problem.” 

“You could say that,” said Maria. “Make some room.” The people slid their 
chairs back and Maria hit the alligator button. Her body stretched and contorted 


into the animal’s shape. 

“Oh dear!” said Dr. Jakande, clutching her face in horror. 

Charlie watched her. If she’d planned this error to sabotage their progress, 
she was surely hiding it well. Charlie cringed. She needed to stop looking for 
ways to suspect Dr. Jakande of working for Dr. Gray. It was obvious by now that 
she’d had a true change of heart. Still, Charlie couldn’t let it all go. She’d been 
burned too many times. 

“Pm so sorry, Maria,” said Dr. Jakande. “It’s clear Pve erred in my 
calculations. You must have been terribly shocked.” 

“To be honest,” said Maria, “It wasn’t bad once I got used to it. And I knew 
you could fix it so I can feel a little more . . . human. Like with the monkey. And 
at least I didn’t get stuck in alligator mode like what happened before. I’m really 
glad to be ferocious, but also glad not to have any killer instincts. So that’s cool 
too.” 

Charlie smiled at her friend. Maria had come a long way when it came to her 
device and the physical changes it gave her. She seemed to actually like it. 

“Also,” added Mac, “when she went from monkey to alligator, she ended up 
with both animals’ features.” 

“Whoops,” said Dr. Jakande, looking embarrassed. “That shouldn’t have 
happened either. I was rushing there at the end, and it shows. I’ll get to work on 
it right away.” 

“We’ll all do what we can to help you, Nubia,” said Mr. Wilde. 

Dr. Jakande smiled. “You’ve all done so much already.” She turned to the 
kids. “I forgot to tell you the good news. While you were away, the scientists 
and I finally finished working on a new reversal bracelet, which I hope will be 
able to turn me back to my normal human self. I’m going to give it a try later 
today. Then I can jump right into the fixes for Maria, while the others continue 
building a new, less permanent version of a panther hybrid device for me.” 

“You’re going to go back to being a panther?” asked Charlie. 

“A werepanther,” said Dr. Jakande. She turned back to Maria. “Just like you. 
I don’t think your device will take long to fix.” 

Maria brought herself back to human form and handed the bracelet over to 
Dr. Jakande. “Thanks,” Maria said. “I hope I’m not being too particular about it. 
It’s just hard getting used to being so different.” 

“Trust me, I know that pretty well,” said Dr. Jakande. “Looking different is 
hard. I’m glad we’re both heading in the right direction with these.” 

The two exchanged warm looks. As Maria went to take her seat once more, 
Ms. Sabbith started typing furiously on her tablet. A second later she stopped 
and stared at the screen. “News flash,” she said, looking up. “The white van has 


officially made it across the border.” 


CHAPTER 29 
Unrest in the Ranks 


‘They’d been somewhere in central Mexico for days, but Kelly still didn’t have a 
good feel for where they were exactly. All she knew was that the bus had taken 
them several hours outside of Guadalajara. They were in the mountains. There 
was a lake a few blocks down the hill from the house Dr. Gray had rented. The 
lake had an island in the middle of it—Dr. Gray seemed unusually giddy to find 
that out. 

Nobody else cared about it, though, or understood why it was so great. They 
were all edgy and on the verge of completely freaking out—at least Kelly was. 
And Miko and Prowl didn’t seem very comfortable either. Knowing they were 
stuck here in Mexico and forced to hide felt so . . . so restricting. So stressful. On 
top of that, Dr. Gray’s confession that he’d gone rogue from the government and 
started his own crusade to save the world, and had purposely withheld that 
information from even his most trusted soldiers . . . well, that just seemed 
preposterous. Cyke, Fang, and Morph probably didn’t even know that part yet 
unless Miko had told them through their little walkie-talkie devices in their suits. 
Kelly had walked in on Miko talking sneakily to someone a couple days after 
they’d gotten here. But when she’d asked, Miko had refused to explain. 

Most of the time Kelly wasn’t overly worried that Dr. Gray could change 
everyone in the world into chimeras. How would he be able to manage 
something like that? It took him so long just to make the formula for one new 
animal ability. Though, admittedly, it was going much faster now that he’d fixed 
the mist machine and was collecting DNA regularly. But still, they could only do 
it one person at a time with that dinky machine. It just seemed impossible. Too 
impossible to worry about. 

It was the fact that Dr. Gray thought he could do it that made Kelly feel 
increasingly uncomfortable. 

While Braun and Mega remained supportive of the scientist even after the 
shocking revelations, Miko and Prowl at least seemed a lot more concerned 
about what he’d revealed. They were angry, too, and bitter that Dr. Gray had 


kept that little tidbit a secret from them until after they’d come here. Now it was 
too late for them to do anything about it. And they couldn’t leave, or else they’d 
risk getting caught. So here they all were, trapped and huddled up in an old 
house, trying to rebuild Dr. Gray’s lab without drawing attention to themselves 
so he could continue his work. If they refused to help, he could kick them out. 
And then where would they be with their faces plastered all over the news? 

With the anxiety levels high everywhere, Kelly began sneaking around the 
house in camouflage, trying to catch others talking. What did they say when Dr. 
Gray wasn’t around? Were Braun and Mega really falling in line with this new 
development or were they pretending? And what did Prowl and Miko mutter to 
each other sometimes when they were alone? Kelly had seen them on numerous 
occasions, but they usually stopped talking when she walked up. That stung. 
Didn’t they trust her? Not even Miko? 

One day in camo mode Kelly slipped into the open doors of the living room, 
which had become Dr. Gray’s new lab. The scientist was there, setting up a new 
piece of equipment that had been delivered that afternoon. She heard him 
talking, and at first thought he was speaking to himself. But soon she realized he 
was using the communication device in the collar of his lab coat—the same kind 
that was built into the soldiers’ suits. She crept closer and listened to his half of 
the conversation. 

“No, no. The shark is for Mega. The formula is finished, I’m just waiting for 
the machine. I’ve got other plans for—” He paused to listen. “Komodo dragon? 
Hmm. I was thinking a poison dart frog for you, but that’s not a bad idea. I can 
find that one locally, I think. There’s a zoo an hour from here. Or I suppose I 
could sneak back to Guadalajara with Kelly—her face isn’t in any of the 
surveillance videos and she looks . . .” He paused again to listen, longer this 
time. 

“T hate to take that much time away from my work to get DNA, but I don’t 
want the soldiers leaving the house—we can’t afford to be spotted just yet. Not 
until everything is ready.” 

Kelly frowned. Ready? Who was he talking to? 

“Okay, so, electric eel, Komodo dragon. But very specifically, I need that 
Linckia diplax. You brought the wolf samples that were left over from Fang, 
right? Because he’s been very loyal and... and I’m not as keen on this Mexican 
wolf as I thought. Excellent. What’s that?” 

Kelly shifted and her arm brushed the wall, making a small sound, but 
luckily Dr. Gray didn’t hear it. 

“Cyke, no. No, that’s for.. . me.” Dr. Gray straightened suddenly and 
glanced around the room, his eyes shifty like he didn’t want to be overheard. 


He was talking to Cyke! But what was for Dr. Gray? Was he still talking 
about the wolf? Or the Linky diplax thing, whatever that was? Or something 
else? If Dr. Gray was planning to change everyone in the world, did that include 
him taking on animal properties too? And what was that part about Fang being 
loyal? That was weird. Though she didn’t blame him for not liking that scrawny 
wolf. 

Kelly moved toward the door so she could escape and write down the weird 
words she’d just heard—maybe there was a way to look them up. If only she 
could get to Dr. Gray’s tablet, but he took it everywhere he went. He probably 
even slept with it. 

“All right,” Dr. Gray continued. “Glad you made it across. Stay out of 
trouble and we’ll see you soon.” He read off the address of their house so Cyke 
could enter it into his GPS. 

Kelly sneaked away, past Miko and Prowl who were whispering in the 
kitchen again, and went to the bedroom she shared with Miko. She found a scrap 
of paper and a pen in her luggage and wrote down the animals and strange words 
Dr. Gray had said. Then she pulled out some of Dr. Gray’s books and searched 
the glossary for them. 

When Miko came into the room, Kelly looked up. “Oh, hi,” she said coolly. 
“You’re not wearing your suit.” 

“Why bother?” said Miko. “Besides, even with a cutout I just hate how it 
feels. So...” 

Kelly shrugged. “Cyke is coming. You probably already knew that.” She was 
a little miffed that Miko had been talking to Prowl without her again. 

Miko nodded. “Yes, he’s coming with the equipment and all the samples 
from the old lab. Morph and Fang are with him.” 

“Oh. Thanks for letting me know.” Kelly couldn’t stop the sarcasm in her 
voice. She was feeling alone and the situation seemed awful, and Miko had 
distanced herself from Kelly since Dr. Gray had revealed his true purpose. 

Miko stopped, then went back to the door and closed it. “Look, Kelly,” she 
said softly, “I don’t mean to be standoffish with you. But Prowl and I go back a 
long way. And even though he thinks you’re great soldier material, he’s still a 
little wary of you. Especially with this new development—Prowl and I aren’t 
safe. And he doesn’t trust anybody anymore.” 

“T suppose he has a right to be nervous about me,” mumbled Kelly. After all, 
she’d put him through a lot of agony with her platypus spike attack. She looked 
at the floor. “I’m scared,” she said. “I don’t know what to do. I want to get out of 
here.” 

Miko sighed heavily and went over to Kelly. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. We’re 


trying to figure out what to do. It’s all pretty confusing. And I don’t trust 
anybody but Prowl and you right now. I don’t think you should tell anybody else 
about how you’re feeling—especially not Braun or Mega. They are definitely on 
board and excited about what Dr. Gray wants to do. Cyke is questionable—we’ |] 
have to see about him once he gets here—and the other two as well. They’re 
newer recruits to the experiment . . . or whatever this really is . . . and we’re not 
close with them.” 

Kelly felt better now that Miko was talking to her. “So what are we going to 
do? You don’t really think Dr. Gray can change everybody in the whole world 
into chimeras, do you?” 

Miko gave Kelly a wary look. “Never underestimate what that man can do,” 
she said. “I hope you’re right, that it’s impossible. But he could do a lot of 
damage trying.” 

“Ts there anybody we can go to for help? What about Zed?” And now that 
Miko was opening up, she ventured, “Is Zed who you were talking to on your 
comm device when we first got here?” 

Miko hesitated, then flopped her arms. “Yeah. But she never answers. Either 
she’s not wearing her suit anymore, or she’s chosen not to respond to me. I think 
she’s written us off. Or me, at least.” 

Kelly was quiet for a moment. Then she looked up. “What if we have to hide 
forever?” 

“Then we hide,” said Miko. “But you won’t have to. Dr. Gray has your 
passport—I saw him pick them up. And the police don’t have any good 
surveillance photos of your face. You look like a regular person. You’ll be able 
to get back to the US if you want to. It’s . . . the rest of us who can’t. Not like 
this.” She pointed at her features, the fur growing under her chin and close 
around her ears, and the wings that were now a part of her body forever. “When 
I was a kid, I always thought wings would be so cool,” Miko said with a bitter 
laugh. “Now I’m just an extra-weird freak.” 

“No you’re not,” insisted Kelly. “You’re like a superhero.” 

Miko shook her head sadly. “I used to think that. But the superheroes are the 
good guys. Now that I know what Dr. Gray is planning, I’m starting to realize 
we’ ve been the villains this whole time.” 

The statement left Kelly cold. She knew that she’d done some bad things. 
But did that make her a villain? If it did, was there anyway she could undo it? 
Didn’t heroes make mistakes sometimes? She looked up, scared and confused. 
“But Dr. Gray thinks we’re the good guys—he wants to save the world. He told 
me so. Maybe . .. maybe this isn’t so bad.” 

Miko frowned. 


Kelly continued anyway. “What if we’re just not seeing all the good that 
could come from changing everyone into chimeras? I mean, sure, it sounds 
really extreme. But if everyone had animal abilities on top of our human minds, 
just think how strong that would make us. And—maybe you wouldn’t stand out 
quite so much with those wings on your back if you weren’t the only one with 
them.” 

Miko eyed Kelly carefully. “Maybe you’re right,” she said in a stiff voice. 
She didn’t sound convinced. She sounded like she was giving in. Like she didn’t 
want to talk about it anymore. Like maybe she didn’t trust Kelly now either after 
what she’d just said. Miko stood up and started toward the door. 

“Wait,” Kelly said, suddenly realizing that what she’d said had sounded a lot 
like she was defending Dr. Gray’s plan. She ran to the door after Miko. “I’m 
just... I’m trying to make sense of things. I don’t want to bea...” 

The chimp-vulture turned and afforded a small smile. “I know, kiddo. It’s all 
good. We’re all trying to do the same thing. It’s okay to talk things out. I just... 
I have to go help Dr. Gray now.” She opened the door. 

Kelly grasped Miko’s arm. “If you learn anything else, will you tell me?” 
whispered Kelly. “Please?” 

“Of course,” said Miko, gently pulling away. “Don’t worry about that.” 

Miko left the room with Kelly staring after her, the girl’s heart sinking. Had 
she just alienated her only ally? 

A tear slipped down Kelly’s cheek and she turned back into the room. She 
sat on her bed, then buried her face in her hands. Everything was such a mess. 
And she had just made it worse. She didn’t know what to do or where to turn. 

After a few minutes, she heard a tap at the door. Kelly whisked her tears 
away and dried her eyes on her sleeve. “Come in,” she said. 

Dr. Gray opened the door a few inches and peered in. “It’s time to visit a 
new zoo,” he said. “Be ready in ten minutes.” He closed the door, leaving Kelly 
standing there. Her shoulders slumped. She went to the closet to change into her 
camo suit. Hanging there were Miko’s bodysuits. Kelly flipped past them, then 
stopped. She went back to one and peered at the communication device that was 
implanted in it. An earpiece was attached to the collar. She examined it, trying to 
figure out how it worked. She saw a small dial with names going around it—Dr. 
Gray, Cyke, Prowl, Zed, Team. 

Kelly’s heartbeat sped up. She touched the dial, then turned it to Zed. Before 
she could think about what a mistake she could be making, she pressed it. “Zed, 
can you hear me? This is Kelly Parker. We need your help.” 

Kelly let go of the button and pressed Miko’s earpiece to her ear, half 
praying that Zed would respond, half hoping she hadn’t heard her. After several 


moments, and with the clock ticking, Kelly blew out a breath and dropped the 
earpiece, letting it dangle from the suit. She quickly changed into her own suit 
and then, on a whim, listened again. But there was no one there. 

After Kelly left the room, there was a crackle inside the closet, followed by a 
whisper. “Kelly? Are you there?” 


CHAPTER 30 
Changing Gears 


Dr. Jakande had been in the Wildes’ bathroom changing back into her human 
form with the reversal bracelet when she’d heard the call from Kelly. As soon as 
the last of her panther features had dissipated and she’d had a second to see 
herself the way she used to be, she slipped on her street clothes and reached for 
her suit. She squeezed her eyes shut, unsure what to do, then listened at the door 
for a moment. Torn, she went with her heart and answered. Kelly was just a kid. 

But Kelly hadn’t replied. 

Dr. Sharma knocked on the door. “Is everything okay? Did it work?” 

Dr. Jakande dropped the suit. “Fine!” she shouted. “I’m just . . . looking at 
myself. Trying to remember the old me.” 

“Great news! Come out when you’re ready.” 

Dr. Jakande gathered her wits and folded up her suit, squashing the comm 
device inside the folds of it to muffle any noise that might penetrate if Kelly 
responded. She took another look in the mirror and opened the door. 

“Wow,” she said. “This feels strange.” She emerged from the Wildes’ 
bathroom wearing a T-shirt and jeans and the slim reversal device around her 
wrist. Her panther fur was completely gone. In its place: brown skin and black 
hair. Normal fingernails instead of claws. She ran her hand down the skin on her 
arm, then looked up with a shrug and a self-conscious grin. “What do you 
think?” 

The doctors and children crowded around her, congratulating her. She took 
the reversal device off and handed it to Dr. Goldstein. “This worked perfectly. I 
wonder . . .” She hesitated and tilted her head, thinking. “Hey,” she said softly. 
“If we had more of these, couldn’t we use them on the other soldiers?” 

Dr. Goldstein looked sharply at her. “You mean to turn them back to normal 
and stop them from being so powerful?” He tapped his lips. “That’s a terrific 
idea.” 

“We’ve figured out how to change someone without their original DNA,” 
said Dr. Sharma, growing excited at the thought of stopping Prowl from ripping 


her to shreds. “So the hard part is finished. We would just need to make more 
devices.” 

“Even a few could help,” said Nubia. “We could reload them with the 
reversal formula in a pinch.” 

Dr. Goldstein nodded and slipped the device into his shirt pocket. “I'll reload 
this one as well.” 

“That’s such a genius plan,” said Mac. “There won’t be any hybrids or 
chimeras left to worry about.” 

“That’s what I’m hoping,” said Dr. Sharma. “Maybe you won’t have to fight 
at all.” 

“Tm not so sure it’ll be that easy,” said Dr. Jakande with a laugh. “But you 
three start on those, and Pll get back to fixing Maria’s device. Now that Cyke is 
heading to Gray’s location with the remaining soldiers, I suspect he’s almost 
done narrowing down the options for his ultimate chimera. Once he’s got that 
formula made, he’ll be able to replicate it quickly. And if he’s planning to affect 
a large number of people almost at once, all he has to do is release it in the air or 
water.” She paused. “I wonder if he somehow fixed the machine.” 

“Either way, we’ve got to stop him,” said Charlie emphatically. 

“All of them,” said Maria. “The soldiers too. And especially Kelly.” 

Dr. Jakande flinched. “Kelly’s in a tight spot,” she said. “I know what it’s 
like to be in her shoes.” 

Maria glanced at her. “What do you mean?” 

“Well, switching sides,” said Dr. Jakande lightly. “I imagine she’s regretting 
it right about now.” 

Charlie looked up. “Why would you say that? Are you regretting it too?” 

Mr. Wilde gave Charlie a stern look. “Charlie,” he said, sounding 
disappointed in her. 

“T’m just wondering what she meant,” Charlie protested. 

Dr. Jakande turned to her solemnly. “No, Charlie,” she said. “I’m not 
regretting it. But I switched to the right side.” 


“T don’t think Kelly’s regretting anything,” said Mac a little later from the pool 
in his backyard. “Or else she’d stop hurting people.” He took a run across the 
surface, practicing, then slowed down to see how long he could stand still 
without sinking. 

“Maybe she was attacked,” said Maria. “It could have been self-defense.” 

Charlie was thoughtful. “If Kelly regretted anything, she’d have texted you 
by now.” 

“True,” said Maria. “I’ve given her enough opportunities. She doesn’t even 


read my texts anymore.” 

Mac looked at Charlie. “Did you ever test out your starfish abilities?” 

“Yes,” said Charlie. “At the beach in Puerto Rico. And it’s just as we 
expected. Makes sense, though. My dad only wanted the very best feature from 
each animal, and he told me the Linckia diplax starfish is the best at healing. If 
he’d been looking for a swimming feature, he’d have picked a different animal 
for that.” Charlie was glad her dad hadn’t wasted an ability on swimming, 
though. She hadn’t needed something like that in any of the situations she’d ever 
been in. It would have been a waste. 

When they got out of the pool they saw that Ms. Sabbith had texted to let 
them know that the white van had stopped traveling and was stationary in a city 
several hours outside of Guadalajara, Mexico. She believed the entire team was 
together now. Only time would tell when they’d be ready to make a move, and 
Dr. Gray probably wasn’t going to risk uprooting everyone and being recognized 
if they were finding success hiding where they were. Everyone needed to be in 
place and ready for Gray whenever he decided to act. 

“Time to alert the parents that we’ll be leaving soon,” Charlie told her 
friends as they toweled off. Mac and Maria nodded. They talked about what to 
pack so that they’d be ready in a hurry. 

Once again the scientists worked late into the evening to get things done. Dr. 
Jakande finished the tweaks on Maria’s device. Dr. Sharma was doing 
something mysterious with the Mark Five that she didn’t want to talk about yet. 
And Dr. Goldstein and Dr. Wilde replicated as many of Nubia’s DNA reversal 
bracelets as possible, and packed up the remaining formula so they could refill 
them if necessary. 

In the morning when Maria arrived, the Mark Two was waiting for her to 
test. 

Maria didn’t hesitate to put it on. She clicked it shut, then tapped the screen, 
going into monkey mode first. Then, with a deep breath, she tried to switch over 
to the alligator like she’d done in Puerto Rico. This time all the monkey fur 
disappeared. And going into alligator mode, Maria barely changed shape. She 
stayed upright on her legs. Her body turned scaly. She grew an alligator tail and 
extremely sharp teeth and claws. 

“Wow!” cried Mac. 

“That’s more like it!” said Charlie. 





Maria ran to the bathroom to look herself over. Mac and Charlie ran after 
her. “That’s what I’m talking about,” Maria said, pleased. She turned and 
snapped her jaw at Mac for fun, and he jumped and nearly tripped over Charlie 
trying to get away. 

Maria switched back to monkey mode, then immediately into alligator mode 
to see how fast she could transform. The transition was physically much easier 
now that she remained upright. All she needed to do now was test out her 
alligator abilities in this new mode. 

“Do you have a Turbo alligator like you have a Turbo monkey?” asked Mac, 
looking at her device screen. 

“Don’t think I need it,” said Maria with a laugh. “This is just perfect the way 
it is.” Gingerly she felt her pointy teeth. “Hope I don’t hurt myself,” she said, but 
she seemed happy with her new chompers. She and the others went to the lab, 
where all four scientists were working. Mrs. Wilde was there too. 

“Tt’s great!” Maria told Dr. Jakande. 

The woman looked up with a warm smile. “Wonderful.” She told Maria to 
turn around so they could see her tail. “That looks a hundred percent better. Let 
me know if you think it needs anything else.” 

“T will,” said Maria, turning to look at her alligator tail trailing behind her 
and helping her balance. She tried not to knock anything down with it. “This is 
going to take a little getting used to,” said Maria. 

“Now all three of you are set,” said Mr. Wilde. 

“Just in time,” said Dr. Goldstein. They glanced at each other, and Charlie’s 
dad nodded at Dr. Goldstein to speak. “Remember what Ms. Sabbith said about 
trying to convince Captain Zimmerman in Washington that we’re looking at a 
real threat?” 

The kids nodded. 

“Well, she thought it might help to get some video of you three in action so 
she can present it to her. Show her what we’ve had to do to fight.” 

The kids looked at one another. “Sure,” said Charlie. Mac and Maria agreed. 
“T need to train a little bit anyway,” said Maria. 

“I’m off work today,” said Charlie’s mom, “so I can take you three to the 
mountains to train like we did before. Maybe this time we can go to Canyon 
Lake and rent a boat. Take it out where nobody else can see us. I can shoot some 
video.” 

“That would be perfect,” said Mr. Wilde. 

“That sounds good to me,” said Mac. The others nodded. 


“Can I come along this time?” asked Andy. 

“Sure,” said Charlie. “It’ll be hot, though. It’s going to be a hundred and 
twelve today.” 

Andy shrugged. “I don’t mind, especially if I can go swimming. It’s not like 
I’m going to be training for anything.” 

“PII swim with you,” said Charlie. “I can try out my viper vision 
underwater.” 

“Cool,” said Andy. 

They left before it got too hot. On the way up into the mountains, Mrs. Wilde 
stopped at an overlook area. They were high above Canyon Lake. Smooth rock 
walls led to the water glistening below. The children leaned over the railing, 
looking down. 

“Dad would freak if he were here,” said Andy. 

“Why?” asked Maria. “Does he get sick driving in the mountains? My 
stepdad does.” 

“No, he’s afraid of heights,” said Andy. 

Charlie nodded. “He’d take one look over this railing and go straight back to 
the car.” 

“He wouldn’t even get this close,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

“How’s he going to handle that gecko ability in the Mark Five?” Mac 
wondered. 

Charlie shrugged. “I guess we’ll see soon enough.” 

At the lake, Mac and Maria got in a couple hours of practice with their water 
abilities. Mac ran circles around the others. Maria’s swimming was smooth and 
sleek in alligator mode. She jokingly stalked the others down in the water, 
slithering just below the surface. 

Charlie discovered that her heat vision worked underwater, too. Then, while 
her mother filmed, she shimmied up the rocky mountainside using her gecko 
ability. 

Back on land they stopped at a trailhead and switched abilities to give Ms. 
Sabbith more footage. Charlie lifted a boulder the size of a refrigerator and held 
it high in the air, then threw it, making the ground shake. Then she ran at cheetah 
speed down the trail. Mac used his pangolin claws to crack a giant stone in half. 
Maria jumped and swung among the rocks and trees in monkey mode. 

By the time they were done, they were feeling good about their training. And 
that the video would be more than convincing. 


Ms. Sabbith was there when they got home, packing up her electronics. She 
looked up when they came in. “Were you able to get any video?” 


“TIl send you the file right now,” Mrs. Wilde told her. 

“Perfect,” said Ms. Sabbith. “Fingers crossed. I’ve almost got Zimmerman to 
believe me. Here’s hoping this’ll help put her over the edge.” 

“Are you going back to Chicago again?” asked Charlie. It was hard to keep 
track of her whereabouts. 

“Nope,” said the woman. She zipped up a duffel bag and slung it over her 
shoulder. “I’m heading to Mexico.” 

“To go after Dr. Gray?” asked Maria. 

“By myself? No thanks. I’m going to set up our new spy headquarters and 
figure out how close they are to doing something stupid.” 

Mac looked wistfully at the duffel. “Good-bye, cool electronics,” he said. 
“Hey, do you need an assistant, Ms. Sabbith?” 

Ms. Sabbith smiled. “I think that might make your parents a little suspicious, 
don’t you?” 

“Probably,” agreed Mac. 

“Ahem,” said Dr. Goldstein pointedly from across the room. 

Mac grinned. “And I guess I’m already busy.” 

“PII hold your assistant position open until you get there,” Ms. Sabbith 
promised. “In case things go south with you and Goldstein. The bugs will love 
working with you again.” 

Mac cringed, because bugs. “Yeah, thanks,” he said, not quite as 
enthusiastically. Though controlling the cameras wasn’t the worst thing he could 
be doing. He loved that part. 

“Once I get there and assess Gray’s progress, I’ll be calling to give you an 
idea of how quickly you all need to get down there.” 

“Sounds good,” said Charlie’s mom. “Thanks.” 

“Safe travels,” said Charlie. 

“Safe travels,” echoed Maria and Mac. 

A black car arrived in the driveway to take Ms. Sabbith to the airport. The 
kids waved, then returned to the lab to see how things were going. 

Charlie went up to Dr. Sharma, who was hunched over Charlie’s old device 
and using a delicate tool. “What are you trying to do with the Mark Five?” 
Charlie asked her. 

Dr. Sharma glanced up. She was wearing magnifying safety glasses that 
made her eyes look huge. She lifted them and propped them on top of her head. 
“T’m trying to change this device so that the abilities are not tied to your father’s 
DNA anymore.” 

“Why?” 

“Because we want to be able to use it for anyone who needs it—thinking 


especially of the healing part, here, but the other attributes as well. We got lucky 
last time with Andy after Kelly stuck him with her platypus spike, because he 
shares part of your father’s DNA. But if the same thing happens this time to Mac 
or Maria or any of us . . . well, we need to have a plan in place.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie. “But isn’t that dangerous? What if someone takes it?” 

“They’ll need a code to activate it, like the others. That ought to protect it.” 

“Since you’re untying all the abilities, maybe you scientists can share it,” 
suggested Mac. “Take turns fighting the bad dudes.” 

Dr. Goldstein laughed. “I’m afraid this old body isn’t quite up to the kind of 
fighting you kids can do.” 

“But wouldn’t the healing ability help you feel better?” asked Mac. 

“Tt might—that’s not a bad idea. But I don’t think it can make me young 
again.” 

“I’m not interested in fighting either,” said Dr. Sharma vehemently. “T1 be 
stationed with Erica, keeping an eye on you all. And Charlie’s mom will be on 
emergency duty to help with any injuries that aren’t healing automatically. 

“Like my dislocated shoulder,” said Charlie, remembering the fight with 
Prowl that had left her in excruciating pain. Her mother had had to pop her 
shoulder back in before it could heal. 

“Don’t worry. Pl be fighting alongside you, kids,” said Nubia. “My new 
werepanther device is almost done.” 

“And I’m up for the challenge, too,” said Charlie’s dad, though he didn’t 
seem enthusiastic about it. “The Mark Five will still be my primary device. 
Quinn’s just making it more versatile and helpful. We’re up against a strong 
enemy.” 

“Have you trained with your bracelet yet, Charles?” asked Dr. Jakande. She 
raised an eyebrow at him, like she already knew the answer. 

“Uh, not yet.” 

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Oh, boy. There’s a learning curve, I’m warning you. 
But hopefully Dr. Gray and the soldiers won’t even see us coming and you 
won’t need to do much,” said Charlie, thinking of Ms. Sabbith spying on the bad 
guys. Would this be a total sneak attack? 

“We’re all crossing our fingers for that,” said Dr. Sharma. “With any luck, 
we'll have more help from the government by then too. I still hold out hope that 
we'll be able to stop Gray without having to fight at all.” 


CHAPTER 31 
A Costly Mistake 


A few rainy days after Cyke, Morph, and Fang arrived and Dr. Gray was 
reunited with his lab equipment and his growing catalog of DNA samples, Kelly 
slipped out of the house. Technically she wasn’t supposed to go out. Even 
though her face hadn’t been clear on any of the security footage that had been 
shown on local news channels—only her long blond hair from the back—Dr. 
Gray had gotten increasingly paranoid and forbade her from leaving. 

But that seemed stupid, and Kelly really needed a breather. She scoffed at 
the scientist’s rules and put on a knit hat to cover her hair. Then she started down 
the street toward the lake that she’d just barely been able to see from her upstairs 
window. 

It was a relief to go outside and take in fresh air, despite the weather. And get 
away from everyone. It was still intense in the house. Prowl and Miko were 
being a little too obvious about their unhappiness, though Dr. Gray seemed 
oblivious for the most part. 

The scientist had been working an insane number of hours since they’d been 
here. He’d finalized the shark treatment for Mega that morning, and they were 
planning to administer it to her later in the day. Kelly would make sure to return 
in time to see that. 

Gray had also had been working on the other samples Kelly had gotten for 
him, including the ones from her most recent zoo trip—the electric eel, which 
would be for Prowl. And the Komodo dragon that Cyke had seemed to want. 
Kelly had even managed to snag the tiny jellyfish that had been so elusive. Dr. 
Gray had been very pleased with her lately. But he mentioned in front of the 
other soldiers how great she was doing, which didn’t seem to endear her to them. 
She wished he hadn’t said anything. She didn’t want Miko and Prowl to think 
she was enjoying this. 

Kelly stopped when she got to the lake. She could see the island rising tall in 
the middle of it. It had houses all over the side on various levels, almost all the 
way up. At the top was a huge statue of some sort. Apparently Dr. Gray had 


been researching it—he’d told her so on their way to the zoo. He said it was so 
big and tall that there were a lot of shops and museums inside it. You could 
climb all the way to the top and stand on the observation deck and see for miles. 
It sounded cool, but Kelly didn’t hold out hope for actually getting to explore the 
area. 

In the distance, storm clouds were rising like they’d done several times that 
week. As in Arizona, the summer storms here were predictable. Back home 
Kelly could see the clouds building up over the Superstition Mountains all 
afternoon, and they would produce wind- and rainstorms around dinnertime. It 
was much cooler here, though—Prowl had mentioned they were at something 
like seven thousand feet above sea level. That was higher than the top of the 
Superstition Mountains. Seven thousand—that was more like going up into the 
mountains of northern Arizona, where she and her parents had gone skiing all 
those winters before the divorce. 

Kelly closed her eyes, squeezing them tight when a painful pang went 
through her chest. That feeling was all too familiar lately. Despite knowing she 
didn’t have a home to go back to, Kelly was still freaked out that she wasn’t able 
to leave here. Even if she escaped, she didn’t have any money to get anywhere. 
Even if she had money and could find where Gray was keeping her passport, 
and she made it back to the Guadalajara airport, she wouldn’t be able to get a 
plane ticket without a parent. 

Kelly sighed. What good would going home be, anyway? Her parents didn’t 
know her. She’d never be able to convince her friends that she was a decent 
person after what she’d done. Things were bleak. Was there any way to get her 
old life back? It didn’t seem like there was. 

She watched a few birds squawking at each other near a marina at the lake’s 
edge. To the right, some ducks waddled around in a deserted park. A police 
officer strolled a couple blocks away. What would happen if she asked for help? 
If she told him everything? Would she go to jail for stabbing that customs 
officer? A wave of fear made her knees weak. She turned and swiftly walked 
back to the house. 

As she sneaked up the walkway to the side door, a tiny ladybug flew across 
the road toward her. It landed on her hat, unnoticed, and crawled into a fold to 
hide. 

Inside, Dr. Gray was calling everyone to come to the lab and witness Mega’s 
transformation. Kelly sidled up to Miko and glanced at her uneasily. The two 
were still friendly, but Miko seemed to have distanced herself even more from 
Kelly the last few days, since Dr. Gray had praised her. It made her feel bad, but 
Kelly didn’t know how to fix it, other than to try to explain to Miko that she 


didn’t like what Gray was doing. The woman didn’t seem to believe her, though 
she usually blamed the situation on Prowl. Miko didn’t want him to see her 
talking to Kelly because if he did, he might stop disclosing things he’d been 
learning by watching Dr. Gray all day. 

The distance was easy enough for Kelly to get used to, even if it hurt. That 
was the story of her life. 

Mega sat in front of the mist machine with her helmet off. Dr. Gray poured 
formula into the chamber and turned it on. Mist welled up and swirled around on 
the inside of the glass. Mega placed her chin on the bar and fastened the oxygen 
mask to her face, then began to take in deep breaths. They all waited to see 
Mega’s shark features appear. 

“When the chamber is empty,” Dr. Gray told her, “and you feel tingling in 
your body, you can take that off.” 

The rhino woman snorted and kept breathing until the mist was gone. 

After a moment she sat back. “My face is prickly,” she announced. And then 
her body began to transform. Her nose and her mouth spread out and grew, 
flattening her nostrils, though the rhino horn still stood out. A single row of 
sharp-looking teeth populated her mouth. Gills appeared on her neck and began 
to waver. A fin pushed out. 

“Wow,” said Prowl, impressed. “That’s frightening.” 

The others agreed. Mega smiled with her new huge mouth. But after a 
moment her smile faded. She began to make more snorting noises. She grasped 
her mouth and nose, feeling all around, and then gasped, “I can’t breathe!” 

She pushed back from the table and stumbled over to Braun. “Help me!” she 
rasped. “Do something!” 

Dr. Gray followed her, trying to figure out what was wrong. 

“Why can’t she breathe?” asked Miko, alarmed. 

The scientist seemed completely befuddled and unsure what to do. He looked 
her over frantically, helplessly. He had no answers. 

Kelly was confused. Her dolphin ability hadn’t given her this problem—she 
could switch it on and be just fine. Then she noticed Mega’s gills flapping. She 
pushed past Cyke. “Water!” she cried. “Mega needs to be in water!” 

“Quick!” said Miko, springing into action. “Let’s get her to the bathroom!” 

Mega staggered. Braun and Cyke picked her up by the arms and dragged her 
into the bathroom. Dr. Gray rushed in after them, with Miko right behind. 
Immediately Mega went for the toilet and stuck her head into the bowl. 

“The toilet water isn’t deep enough!” said Miko, hopping over to the bathtub 
and flipping the handles. “Prowl, find a bucket!” she called, plugging the drain. 
“Fill it up from the kitchen and pour it over Mega. Cyke, get her in here!” 


Prowl ran for a bucket. Cyke and Braun picked up Mega and dumped her 
into the bathtub. She flopped and splashed as the water inched up, her protruding 
new shark jaw stopping her from flattening her face to the tub floor. The water 
wasn’t high enough to cover her gills. 

“Splash her neck!” yelled Kelly from outside the cramped room, standing on 
her tiptoes to see what was happening. On her hat, the ladybug emerged from the 
fold. 

Cyke slipped outside the room and joined Kelly, trying to stay out of the 
way. Prowl came back with a bucket of water. He poured it on Mega, then went 
to the sink to fill it up again. 

After a few agonizing minutes, the water was finally deep enough for 
Mega’s head and neck to be submerged. The gills moved like a real shark’s. 
Mega stopped flailing and floated more calmly as the water continued to pour 
over her head. She turned once and gave Braun a pitiful glance. 

Braun tried to reassure her. “We’ll figure this out,” he said. “Won’t we, Dr. 
Gray?” 

Dr. Gray stared at Mega in dazed silence and didn’t respond to Braun. It was 
as if he hadn’t heard his question. And now that the immediate danger had 
passed for Mega, everybody began to throw looks around the room. What had 
gone wrong? What were they going to do? Would Mega be forced to live in the 
bathtub— forever? 

“I don’t know what happened,” murmured Dr. Gray. His eyes focused. “She 
wasn’t supposed to get the gills. . . . I—I don’t know how to fix this right now. 
And I need to finish the others and continue working on my ultimate formula. 
We’re so close. Incredibly close. I’m finalizing my plans as we speak.” 

Miko and Prowl looked at Dr. Gray like he’d lost his mind—indeed, they 
already believed he had. “So,” said Prowl, “you’re going to just leave her in the 
bathtub indefinitely?” 

“What about when we have to... you know... . go?” said Braun, indicating 
the toilet. 

“We could draw the shower curtain closed,” suggested Cyke. 

“Guys!” said Miko with disgust. “Please! There are more important things to 
worry about than that. Sheesh. You’re a bunch of animals.” 

Kelly spoke up. “What about the lake? It . . . it isn’t far,” she said. “I, uh, saw 
it out the car window when Dr. Gray and I went to the zoo the other day.” The 
others turned toward her, listening. Kelly continued. “Remember, the bull sharks 
can live in both salt water and freshwater. Maybe Mega would be more 
comfortable there. At least until Dr. Gray can figure out how to fix her.” 

“I can hear you, you know,” said Mega, sounding garbled and slightly put 


out. Bubbles floated to the surface of the tub. She didn’t seem excited about the 
prospect, but there weren’t any other ideas on the table. “I guess that’s better 
than nothing.” 

“How are we going to get her there?” asked Prowl. “Her head and neck are 
too big to fit inside any bucket I’ve seen around here.” 

Kelly’s brow furrowed. How did other people transport fish? She’d won a 
goldfish before, when she was in third grade—it had come in a plastic bag full of 
water. “How about a giant trash bag?” she said. “She could climb in and.. .” 

“She’s too big to fit inside a trash bag,” said Braun, “especially if you expect 
to fill it up with water high enough to cover her gills.” 

“We could fill a bag with water and put her head in so she’s upside down,” 
said Miko, “then tie it around her torso. And carry her that way.” 

“That won’t look suspicious,” muttered Prowl. “Besides, the rest of us can’t 
be seen or we’ |l be discovered.” 

“We can do it after dark,” said Miko. “And we’ve got the van now. We’ll do 
what Kelly suggested—sneak her into the back of the van, drive to the lake, then 
back up to the edge of the water and shove her out.” 

Mega didn’t have much of a choice. It was either live in the bathtub or in the 
lake. At least in the lake she could move around. And she wouldn’t have to be 
present when Braun had to go to the bathroom. 

It was settled. That night, almost the whole team set out to release Mega. 
Only Dr. Gray stayed behind, working frantically on his next animal formula and 
checking the other concoctions he had going simultaneously. He still liked the 
idea of including features from the shark for his ultimate chimera, but he’d have 
to figure out how to fix the gill problem. Fixing Mega? Well, that was at the 
bottom of his list. He was getting close to choosing the final list. With the DNA 
he’d stored from all of his soldiers’ previous transformations, and all the new 
samples from their missions, he had quite a library of options. Just a few more 
animals to test. And now that he had the machine working so beautifully, things 
would be going much faster. 


CHAPTER 32 
Time to Make a Move 


Dr. Sharma pulled her ringing phone from her pocket. “It’s Erica,” she 
announced to the other scientists and the kids before swiping to answer. “What’s 
the status?” she said in greeting, and put the woman on speakerphone so all 
could hear. 

“Ladybug just got an eyeful of something strange going down,” said Ms. 
Sabbith. “If only she had a microphone, I’d have gotten quite a scoop. 
Unfortunately I don’t have the miked insects in place yet.” 

“What did you see?” asked Dr. Sharma. 

“Someone in the bathtub, for one thing. And everyone else standing around, 
water splashing all over the place.” 

“This is reminding me of when you destroyed the school bathroom,” Maria 
whispered to Charlie. 

Charlie frowned and poked her with her elbow. 

“Part of the bathroom,” Mac whispered, because somebody had to say it. 
Charlie caught his eye and they bumped fists. 

Ms. Sabbith continued. “By process of elimination, the one in the tub was 
either Mega or Morph. I couldn’t get a good view, though, because I didn’t want 
to move the ladybug too much and risk being seen. Then later I saw one of them 
with a plastic trash bag over her head all bent over weirdly, and some of the 
others carrying her upside down like that. I’m dying to know what went wrong. 
A bunch of them left the house after dark. I had the ladybug stay behind, because 
I didn’t see Dr. Gray going along with the others. I brought her into the lab, so 
she’s in a good spot watching Dr. Gray. He’s all alone and he’s surrounded by 
beakers full of formulas. Some have labels dating back almost ten years.” 

“Wow,” said Dr. Sharma. “I’m not sure what to think. It does sound like 
something went wrong, though. And those old formulas might be ones he used 
on his soldiers.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Dr. Jakande. “He kept what was left of all of ours. So we can 
expect to see some of those animals in his ultimate chimera somehow. I only 


wish I knew which ones.” 

“Prowl’s and yours for sure, Pd say,” said Mac. 

“I hope to be able to figure out which soldier had the bathtub incident 
eventually,” said Ms. Sabbith. 

“Did you notice anything new?” asked Dr. Goldstein. 

“T noticed that Nubia was right on about her hunch—Miko has wings. And 
Braun has porcupine quills. Those are the only new things I’ve seen. But looking 
at what Gray is doing with multiple samples and notes and charts, and him 
working on a few different concoctions at the same time, I think he’ll be ready 
soon with more animals to test out on his other soldiers.” 

“How is he administering it?” asked Dr. Wilde. “Injection? We smashed the 
machine we made him.” 

“Well, he managed to put it back together, because it’s there and in use.” 

Dr. Wilde looked alarmed. “I guess we should have expected as much, but 
that’s a setback.” 

“Any indication of what animals he’s favoring?” asked Dr. Sharma. 

“TIl try to get the ladybug over to his notes when he goes to bed,” said Ms. 
Sabbith. “And I’d better go now, so I can get the miked spies in place.” She 
hesitated. “But I think you’d better plan on coming soon. Grab tickets for next 
week. Gray’s got a sense of urgency that we haven’t seen before. And the 
manhunt down here is going strong—it’s on the news all the time. He knows his 
days are numbered.” 

Dr. Sharma glanced at the other scientists. Charlie looked at them too. Their 
faces were serious, their expressions stern. “We can do that,” said Charlie’s dad. 
“We’ll finish up a few more of these DNA reversal devices and make some more 
formula to bring with us—we don’t want to leave a single hybrid out there when 
this is over.” 

“T’ve finished the work on the Mark Five,” Dr. Sharma reported. “Now any 
of us can use it.” 

“And the kids have been training,” said Dr. Jakande. “They’re ready.” 

“Great,” said Ms. Sabbith. “P1 monitor things until you get here.” 

Charlie leaned closer to Dr. Sharma’s phone. “Did you happen to see Kelly?” 
she asked. 

“Kelly is the one who inadvertently let the ladybug into the house,” said Ms. 
Sabbith. “Got a ride in on her beanie.” 

Charlie and Maria exchanged a pained look. “How does she . . . seem?” 

“Honestly, kids, the ladybug has been on Kelly’s hat almost the whole time, 
until she took it off, so I haven’t been able to see much of her. But Pl try to 
capture some footage so you can see your friend, if you like.” 


“Thanks, but she’s not our friend anymore,” said Maria. 

Charlie nodded in agreement. “Make sure you’re watching what she’s doing, 
Ms. Sabbith, in case Dr. Gray gives her a new ability too. She’s dangerous.” 

Ms. Sabbith was quiet for a long moment. “I’ll watch her,” she said finally. 
“And PII be in touch with anything new.” 

“We’ll plan on seeing you soon.” Dr. Sharma waited a beat, then hung up the 
phone. There was a moment of quiet in the room. And then everybody went back 
to work with a new sense of purpose to rival that of Dr. Victor Gray. 


CHAPTER 33 
The Countdown Begins 


The final days before their trip flew by for Charlie and her friends. They’d be 
starting seventh grade soon, but they basically had to save the world before that 
could happen. They increased their workouts and practiced with their new 
abilities. They took to the streets after dark so Charlie could practice spotting 
creatures with her viper vision. Luckily, with the new Mark Six, Charlie could 
turn off the bat echolocation ability so she didn’t chirp all the time in darkness 
unless she chose to. 

Charlie’s backyard became a training center. They built an obstacle course 
for Mac so he could work on his agility with his basilisk lizard feature. They 
created enemy dummies made of old pillows and burlap, dressing them in scary 
Halloween costumes they found in Charlie’s garage. Maria practiced attacking 
and tearing them apart so she could gauge the power of her alligator strength and 
teeth. 

Charlie’s mom took care of buying the plane tickets and writing up the 
details for the other parents. And she arranged for Andy to spend the duration of 
their trip at Juan’s house, which would be more fun for him, and safer, too. 

By the time the day of their flight arrived, the scientists had packed up 
everything they needed. And the Wildes’ pets had been delivered to a sitter. Mac 
and Maria arrived at Charlie’s house ready with their devices and their luggage 
in hand. Before everyone left for the airport, Dr. Sharma FaceTimed with Ms. 
Sabbith, who filled them in on the latest developments. 

“Prowl has his second ability,” she announced. “It’s some sort of electrical 
shock. He tried it out on Cyke and Cyke popped him one, so it appears to be 
effective.” 

“Oh boy,” murmured Dr. Jakande. “Prowl probably should have known 
better—Cyke is a react-first, think-later kind of guy.” She smiled, as if 
remembering other incidents. “And have you gotten a closer look at Braun’s 
porcupine quills?” 

“Yeah, he’s forgone most of his bodysuit because of them. So nobody likes 


standing next to him. The sharp quills will stick in you if he bumps you hard 
enough.” 

“Yikes,” said Dr. Goldstein. He glanced at Mac. “You’re going to have to 
take him on.” 

Mac nodded. 

“What about Kelly?” asked Charlie. “Anything new?” 

“Not that I can see, but her features have never been visible like the soldiers’ 
are. I haven’t noticed Dr. Gray working on her device at all. Apparently Kelly 
was using it to capture some elusive, very specific kind of jellyfish. It’s a water 
creature so maybe that’s for her.” 

“A jellyfish?” muttered Mr. Wilde. “That’s interesting. P11 do some research 
on the plane. Anything else?” 

“Cyke seems different today. He’s . . . thicker, I guess. And something’s 
changed in his face. I’m assuming he’s been given a second animal now too, but 
I haven’t had a chance to review video footage of the lab yet. It’s hard to keep up 
without my assistants.” She gave a tired smile. Charlie, Maria, and Mac elbowed 
one another and grinned back. 

“Have you figured out who the soldier was from the bathtub?” asked Dr. 
Sharma. 

“Yes—that was definitely Mega. She hasn’t returned to their hideout.” 

“Oh, dear,” said Dr. Jakande. “I wonder what happened to her!” 

Charlie glanced at the woman, feeling her old suspicions creeping up again 
when Dr. Jakande spoke like she cared about the soldiers. She had so much 
history with them. But Charlie clamped down on her worry. Nubia was on their 
side, she assured herself. Just as much as Kelly was on the other. 

“Pm not sure where they took Mega,” Ms. Sabbith was saying. “I didn’t 
have ears in the place until the next day, so I missed all immediate talk about it. 
Nobody’s brought her up in detail that I’ve been able to pick up since then, other 
than a brief mention from someone wondering how Mega was doing. It sounds 
like they may have brought her to a hospital, but that would give them away for 
sure. It must have been serious.” 

Dr. Jakande pursed her lips and nodded. She glanced around the room, 
finding Charlie staring at her, and tried to smile. “One fewer soldier to fight,” 
she said. “That’s a good thing.” 

Charlie nodded and relaxed a bit. 

“You mentioned multiple formulas in the works,” said Dr. Sharma. “Do you 
know what they are?” 

“No. But he’s been building two specific formulas very carefully and 
secretly. He won’t even let the soldiers near them anymore.” 


“How close is he to finishing?” 

Ms. Sabbith shrugged. “I really can’t tell without knowing what he’s doing. I 
think you can make a better guess at that once you have a chance to observe.” 

They talked some more about the details of their arrival, which would 
happen late that evening, hopefully without anyone in Dr. Gray’s house noticing. 

Soon it was time to go to the airport. The trip to Mexico was becoming a 
reality. 


CHAPTER 34 
Exploring Options 


Dr. Gray had grown more and more reclusive since the incident at the airport. 
The threat of being discovered was great. He worked as though his life depended 
on it, and in a way, it did. One wrong move and everything could be destroyed. 
There was so much at stake—he’d never felt such pressure to finish. 
Unfortunately, it meant he’d taken a few shortcuts and had accidentally messed 
up Mega’s formula. 

Sure, he didn’t want to do something like that again. And he felt badly about 
it. But she was a willing test subject. She was getting paid a handsome amount to 
be part of his experiments. Things like this happened sometimes. And obviously 
Victor would fix her when he could. Just . . . not right now. 

The formula for his ultimate chimera had to come first. And it had to come 
fast. Gray spent countless hours alone in the lab, locking himself inside the room 
to keep the soldiers from distracting him. And to keep the ones he no longer 
fully trusted away from his work. He even took to sleeping in there, not wanting 
to leave for more than a few moments at a time. He looked ragged and old, yet 
he doggedly continued at a pace that didn’t seem sustainable. 

He also grew more and more paranoid. “Did you see the police drive by?” 
he’d asked Prowl a couple of times a day. “Are they closing in?” 

“No,” said Prowl, eyeing the man. “There’s nothing unusual that I can see.” 

“Are you watching very carefully?” Gray asked, narrowing his gaze. “You 
have to be on high alert! You have to wonder about every move anyone makes 
out there!” 

Prowl tamped down a growl. “Of courrrse I’m being alert. There’s really 
nothing going on.” 

“If you’re lying to me,” Dr. Gray said icily, “I’ll turn you in. They’re looking 
for you soldiers, you know.” 

Prowl stared at the man. Had he really just said that? After all the years of 
dedication he and the others had given Victor, he had just threatened to give 
them up. Prowl looked away in disgust. “I know they’re looking for us,” he said 


quietly. “We’re all over the news, thanks to you. But I’m not lying. We’re all 
very devoted, remember?” 

Dr. Gray was too exhausted to reprimand him any further. Prowl stared a 
moment longer, then threw up his hands and went outside, where Miko was 
practicing flying low under the cover of tall trees and a wall that surrounded the 
backyard. 

Gray went to the window and watched them warily for a moment, then 
looked up and down the street for any sign of suspicious activity. Seeing none, 
he went back to his work, no doubt planning to ask the same questions of the 
next soldier guarding the door. 

Kelly had caught some of the conversation as she sneaked around the house 
in camo mode. Dr. Gray was not himself, and that was unsettling. Scary, even. 
After Prowl stormed off, Kelly went back to her bedroom and into the closet, 
where Miko’s suits hung. She stood next to one, hesitating, then reached for the 
control. It was already tuned to Zed. 

She pressed the button to speak. “Zed,” she said. Her throat caught, and she 
closed her eyes tightly. “It’s me, Kelly. Again.” 

There was no answer. 

Kelly lost her nerve. She stepped away and closed the closet door, then went 
back downstairs to the kitchen. She paused at the doorway. Prowl had returned. 
He and Miko were standing by the sink talking quietly. 

“He’ll turn on us if he feels threatened,” said Prowl. “And you know as well 
as I do that the police are looking for those of us who look different.” 

“What if we just... walk away?” whispered Miko. 

Kelly’s eyes widened. Did Miko want to escape from this nightmare too? 

Prowl’s nostrils flared and he glanced sharply at Kelly, detecting her 
presence. 

Kelly hurriedly looked down and wished she’d been using her camouflage 
ability. “Hi,” she said. She swallowed hard. Perhaps she could get them to trust 
her again. All Kelly knew was that things were growing scarier, and she needed 
somebody to talk to. Whether they wanted her around or not. 

Prowl studied Kelly for a moment, then took pity on the girl and waved her 
to come in. He continued cautiously. “We need to do what he says for now. I’m 
afraid he’s about to crack.” 

“Me too,” said Miko. 

Kelly took a few steps toward them but hung back, keeping her head lowered 
and trying not to cry. The soldiers’ words were serious and frightening. 

“Come over here,” said Miko, seeing Kelly’s face. “Are you doing okay, 
kiddo?” 


The endearing term caught Kelly off guard and left her without her voice. 
She shrugged and stood with them, cautious and careful not to mess up—if she 
said the wrong thing, they likely wouldn’t forgive her again. “I think he’s 
terrible,” Kelly finally said. “I want to go home. I’m sorry about what I said 
before.” 

The two soldiers exchanged looks, and Prowl nodded slightly. Then Miko 
put her hand on Kelly’s shoulder. “Maybe when he’s distracted, we can find our 
way out of here somehow.” 

Kelly’s eyes threatened to flood, and she nodded. But there wasn’t time for 
more conversation, because Braun came bumbling in. 

“Kelly!” Braun said with a snort. He ruffled his quills and eyed Prowl, then 
continued. “Dr. Gray wants you to go with him.” 

“With him?” said Kelly, trying not to show the despair she was feeling. 
“Where?” 

“Not back to the zoo again,” muttered Miko. “Will he ever stop?” 

“Not the zoo,” said Braun. “He said something about the marina.” 

Kelly frowned. “Maybe he wants me to check on Mega,” she said. 

“Yeah—you could swim out to find her,” said Miko. She paused, then gave 
Kelly’s hand a subtle squeeze and said wistfully, “I wish I could leave the house. 
Have fun.” 

Braun eyed Miko. “If you wear your street clothes nobody will recognize 
you.” 

Miko stared at the porcupine-bull man as if he’d lost his mind. “Um... I 
don’t think that’s wise,” she said sarcastically, indicating the wings and her hairy 
body. “I know I’ve done it before and all, but I’m sure we don’t want to risk 
drawing attention right now.” 

“Cyke and I have gone out a few times after dark.” 

“Really?” asked Miko. 

“T’ve seen you,” said Prowl. “Does Dr. Gray know?” He seemed surprised 
that Braun would defy the scientist. 

“He told me he doesn’t care anymore. He said the people will have to get 
used to folks looking different real soon, so we might as well break them in. But 
maybe he just feels that way about Cyke and me. I’m not sure if he’d allow you 
two to do it.” Braun looked hard at Prowl and Miko. 

Prowl lifted his chin. “Why not?” 

Braun shrugged and tumed to go. “Maybe he’s worried you might try to 
escape or something.” 

Miko and Prowl exchanged a nervous glance. “Interesting,” said Miko. She 
glanced back at her wings. “I wouldn’t want to get caught anyway.” 


Kelly wasn’t sure what to think. And now she had to spend time with the 
increasingly paranoid doctor without anyone else around. She gave Miko and 
Prowl a grim smile and went to get a sweatshirt and her hat. While she was in 
the closet, she eyed Miko’s bodysuits again. 

“Kelly!” shouted Dr. Gray from the bottom of the stairs. 

“Coming!” she said. She grabbed one of Miko’s suits and detached the 
communication device from it, then stuffed that in her waist pack. If anything 
weird happened with Dr. Gray, she could at least contact Prowl through it. 

Kelly closed her pack and clicked it around her waist. She zipped downstairs, 
slipping the sweatshirt over her head and cramming the hat on her head to hide 
her hair. Dr. Gray locked up the lab and they exited, leaving Cyke to keep watch. 

The two went wordlessly down the street toward the lake. “What are we 
doing?” Kelly whispered eventually. 

“We’re sightseeing,” said Dr. Gray, heading to a ferry. “I’ve been curious 
about that big island in the lake, haven’t you?” 

“T guess,” said Kelly. She hadn’t given it much thought after Dr. Gray had 
told her about the enormous statue. But it seemed extremely odd for Dr. Gray to 
suddenly want to leave his work and go visit. 

Kelly knew she needed to pretend like everything was normal, like Prowl 
had said in the kitchen. She searched for something to say that would make her 
sound loyal. “So,” she said, “are you still planning to give me an extra... you 
know what?” It was about the last thing Kelly wanted at this point. But Kelly 
was an actor, and she faked it well. 

Dr. Gray’s face flickered. “You’ll have your answer soon enough.” 

“So that’s a... yes?” 

Dr. Gray sighed. “Yes. Soon.” 

“Okay, okay,” said Kelly. “Thanks. I’m excited.” 

The paranoid man glanced at her, suspicious, but Kelly’s expression seemed 
honest. “Good,” he said. 

Kelly quietly let out a held breath. 

The ferry took them to a commercial dock on the island. The pair 
disembarked and followed signs to a taxi stand, where they caught a ride to the 
Statue at the center of the island. Once there, Dr. Gray and Kelly went with a 
crowd of tourists going inside the statue. They avoided the museums and shops 
on the various lower floors, and instead focused on climbing up the endless 
flights of winding stairs through the body of the statue. It was an exhausting 
climb, but it made Kelly feel good to get some exercise again after being stuck in 
the house for so long. Dr. Gray, as tired as he’d seemed in the lab, appeared to 
be reenergized by this place. 


At the top, they went under an archway and out a door to the observation 
deck. As they caught their breath after the climb, Dr. Gray strolled around the 
space, looking out over the island and water. “Lovely,” he said. “Very 
interesting.” 

Kelly looked around. It was cool being all the way up here, with the breeze 
on her cheeks. She could see for miles, and for the first time in a while she felt 
like she was free, even though Dr. Gray was right there. It would be so sweet to 
soar out over the world without any worries. It made her think of Miko and her 
wings. 

Kelly’s eyes widened. Miko has wings. She could fly herself across the 
border back home. She didn’t need Prowl or her or any of them. Had she already 
thought of this? Sure, the US was far away, but Miko had a way out of here and 
nobody could catch her if she tried it. It made Kelly’s stomach twist a little, 
thinking about it. Would Miko ever leave them if things got too bad? She’d 
certainly been practicing her flying a lot lately. 

Then Kelly’s thoughts turned to herself. With a start she wondered if she 
could escape somehow using her camouflage and hypnotism. Could she get past 
airport security? Sneak onto a plane without a ticket? It gave her a stomachache 
to think about. Maybe she could swim to freedom. .. . 

Dr. Gray motioned to Kelly that it was time to go back to their hideout. 
Wordlessly Kelly followed, still thinking about Miko. They went down in the 
elevator this time, stuck with a crowd of tourists, then caught a taxi back to the 
ferry. 
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As they cruised across the lake to the mainland, Kelly hung over the railing 
and looked around for signs of Mega, but she didn’t see her. She turned to Dr. 
Gray. “I wonder how Mega’s doing. I thought maybe that’s why you brought me 
along? To check on her?” 

Dr. Gray started. “What? No. I just wanted to make sure you were nearby in 
case I was in need of your talents... . And I thought it might do you well to get 
away from the soldiers for a while.” The man shrugged and turned to look back 
at the island. “I can’t worry about Mega right now.” 

Kelly couldn’t stop her face from wrinkling in disgust as she stared at the 
back of Dr. Gray’s head. What a horrible thing to say about someone who had 
given so much of her life to help him. If Kelly had had any sympathy left for the 
doctor, it was gone now. He was a disgusting monster. 


Back at the house, Dr. Gray nodded to Cyke in greeting. “Let’s have you and 
Prowl face off in the backyard so I can evaluate your new abilities. Komodo 
dragon versus electric eel.” 

Cyke nodded and went to find Prowl. 

A few minutes later the two were fighting viciously, attacking and rolling 
around and yelping and yowling, while Dr. Gray observed intently and took 
notes. 

Later he returned to his lab with a spring in his step that hadn’t been present 
in weeks. He closed the door and locked it, then went to his lab station, where 
beakers filled with various formulas stood in a line. He studied them, then 
pushed a few aside and drew the rest around a larger empty one. 

He hesitated, frowned, then moved the beakers he’d pushed aside back to 
their original places with the others. “Don’t second-guess,” he muttered. His 
fingers shook slightly. “You’ve had years to decide on some of these. It’s time.” 

With a deep breath, the biologist measured and poured a tiny amount of the 
first beaker into the empty one. Then he added the next. And so on, until he’d 
transferred them all. He mixed them, then held the compound up to the light. 
“Just about ready.” 

Victor went to a locked cabinet and opened it, then pulled out a vial 
containing a small amount of liquid. He brought it to the table and poured it into 
the mixture. 

With a startling laugh, he brought the new formula to the mist machine and 
went to pour it into the chamber, but then he hesitated. He slowly set the beaker 
down, frowning. “Timing, timing,” he muttered. “Let’s not rush this. Think it 


through.” 

He put a stopper on the beaker and slid it, along with a syringe, into his lab 
coat pocket for later. He paused, thinking, then went back to the line of beakers. 
He pulled a large, empty container from the sterilization cabinet and set it on the 
counter, then began to pour all the remaining liquids into it, except for the one 
he’d kept locked away. “There,” he muttered. He mixed it, then sealed the 
container and set it on the edge of the table near the door. He rubbed his eyes 
and shook his head as if he were arguing with himself. “A bit of sleep first might 
help. This must go perfectly.” 

While his back was turned, a ladybug flew off the table and hid in the corner 
of a windowsill, and a dragonfly slowly backed into the lab sink drain until it 
was Safe to come out again. They had recorded everything. 


CHAPTER 35 
A Reason to Panic 


Att the Phoenix airport, the team of doctors and children waited near the gate for 
their flight to board. Most of them were seated and either reading or working on 
their phones or tablets. Only Dr. Jakande paced the aisle, going to the window 
occasionally to peer anxiously for their plane to arrive. She glanced at her new 
device, similar to Maria’s, which would turn her into a werepanther and allow 
her to look human when she needed to. After so many years as a hybrid, she 
sometimes felt a bit odd having human skin again—it almost seemed like she 
was missing part of herself without her fur and bodysuit. She brought the suit in 
her carry-on for when she’d need it. It doubled as a security blanket in a way. 
She could use the extra layer as protection, but perhaps she’d also grown used to 
hiding behind it. 

But Nubia was getting used to being her old self again, and liking the 
freedom of it. She glanced at the time and frowned, then returned to the group. 
“Our plane isn’t here yet,” she muttered to Dr. Goldstein. 

He grunted and looked up from his work. “What’s that?” 

“The plane,” she said, stabbing her thumb in that direction. “It isn’t here yet. 
We’re supposed to be boarding.” 

Jack looked out the window. “Maybe it’s late. PII check.” He typed 
something into his tablet and pulled up details on the inbound plane. “Hmm,” he 
said. “Delayed. Which means we’|l be delayed too.” 

Charlie looked over, having overheard the conversation. “How late will it 
be?” They had a bus to catch once they got to Guadalajara, and it was a long 
ride. Hours, her mom had told her. 

Dr. Sharma seemed about to speak, but her phone began to buzz. “It’s 
Erica,” she told the others, and answered it. “Hi. Our plane’s running late. 
What’s going on?” Dr. Sharma listened for a long moment, at times her eyes 
widening. 

“What is it?” asked Charlie’s mom. 

Dr. Sharma held a finger up and kept listening. Finally she said into the 


phone, “Keep us posted. Pll let you know when we’re about to take off. We’re 
coming as fast as we can.” 

Just then the airline representative came on the loudspeaker. “Guadalajara 
passengers, flight 975 has been delayed. The new boarding time is four p.m.” 

A murmur spread through the waiting area as people expressed their 
dissatisfaction. 

“That’s almost two hours,” said Mac to Maria and Charlie. “We’re definitely 
going to miss our bus.” 

Mrs. Wilde was up like a shot and heading to the counter to get more 
information. The rest of the group gathered around Dr. Goldstein, who was 
looking online for other flights. Dr. Sharma’s conversation with Ms. Sabbith was 
momentarily forgotten while they assessed how this delay would affect their 
plans. 

Charlie’s mom returned a moment later. “There’s nothing they can do,” she 
said. “No other nonstop flights go out today. This is still our fastest option. I 
think we just wait it out.” She sighed, annoyed. “TI’ll see what I can do about the 
bus.” 

“PII help you,” said Dr. Goldstein, already typing. “Maybe we could hire a 
passenger van.” 

Mr. Wilde agreed. “That might be faster than waiting for the next bus.” 

The adults got to work trying to figure out the best way for them to proceed, 
while Mac, Maria, and Charlie looked fearfully at one another. Finally, Maria 
tapped Dr. Sharma on the shoulder. “What did Ms. Sabbith say?” 

Dr. Sharma looked up, harried. “Oh! Sorry. She said Dr. Gray is further 
along than we expected.” Her expression turned grim. “He just put together two 
formulas. A small batch that appears to be only for himself, but he hasn’t used it 
yet. The other is much larger. We don’t need to guess what that’s for.” 

Dr. Sharma continued. “Since he’s got our vapor machine working again, it 
probably wouldn’t take much work to modify it to work on a larger scale. He’d 
be able to release it as mist into the air and infect a lot of people at once.” 

“And he’s ready to go?” Charlie asked, looking terrified. “Like, now? Before 
we get there?” 

“He seems ready,” Dr. Sharma confirmed. “The formulas are done. He just 
needs to decide where and when to release them. Sabbith said he went out 
somewhere with Kelly this morning.” 

Dr. Jakande leaned forward. “Is Erica sure that one of the formulas is for 
himself? I never expected him to undergo the transformation—he’s never done it 
in the past. I always thought he would be too cowardly.” 

“That’s what she’s assuming.” 


“Maybe he ran out of soldiers to test things on,” said Maria. 

“Tt’s interesting,” said Dr. Sharma. “Erica said he added something to his 
dose that’s not in the larger formula.” 

Mr. Wilde looked sharply over at them. “He added something to it? More 
DNA?” 

“T don’t know,” said Dr. Sharma. “He kept it in a locked cabinet.” 

Mr. Wilde tapped a finger on his chin, eyes narrowed. “He hasn’t used that 
jellyfish on anyone, has he?” 

“Not that we know of.” 

“He sure wanted it badly, though, didn’t he?” 

“He went out multiple times in search of it,’ said Dr. Sharma slowly, 
thinking hard. 

Charlie piped up. “They were looking for it all the way back when we saw 
them at SeaWorld.” 

Mr. Wilde glanced at his daughter, then turned abruptly back to his tablet 
and began typing. “Jellyfish. Jellyfish. I remember . . . something . . .” Just as 
abruptly his fingers stopped typing and he stared at the screen. “The Turritopsis 
dohrnii,” he said under his breath. “Just as I thought.” 

Charlie and the others exchanged uneasy looks. 

Mr. Wilde’s gaze flitted down the screen as he speed-read the article. After a 
moment, he looked up. “When I was researching animal healing properties years 
ago, I came across something that tempted me, but ultimately I passed on it for 
obvious reasons.” 

“Charles,” said Dr. Sharma, “what are you talking about?” 

Mr. Wilde blew out a breath and looked up. “I think I know exactly what 
Victor is planning. I bet he gave himself DNA from the immortal jellyfish. He 
wants to live forever.” 


CHAPTER 36 
A Race to Stop Dr. Gray 


As the plane drew up to the gate, Mac, Maria, and Charlie read about the 
immortal jellyfish. They studied the details, looking slightly horrified. After a 
minute, Mac set his tablet down. “I guess, unlike most animals, it doesn’t grow 
old and die,” he said. “It, uh, becomes an adult, and then it decides to just go 
back to being a kid and starts its, um, life cycle, all over again. And it can keep 
doing that forever?” 

“That,” said Maria, sitting back, “is crazy. So, Dr. Gray wants to be a kid 
again? He’s been hanging out with Kelly too long.” 

Charlie nodded. “Really glad Dad didn’t put that in my bracelet. One time 
going through puberty is enough, thank you very much.” 

“You said it,” said Mac. 

With this new revelation churning through their thoughts, Charlie and her 
friends finally boarded the plane and took off for Mexico. The flight felt 
immortal too—like it lasted forever. 

Once they got to Guadalajara, their hired driver was waiting to take them to 
the address Ms. Sabbith had given them. It was a long trip, and by the time they 
got to the town, it was well past midnight. Bored, and with their laptop and tablet 
batteries dead, Charlie, Mac, and Maria messed around with their bracelets. 
Charlie kept accidentally activating her night vision and chirping, making 
everyone cranky. And Mac inadvertently clicked into pangolin mode, smashing 
the girls into their windows. Thankfully it was dark and Mac was able to change 
back before the driver noticed. 

At last they arrived at the house. Ms. Sabbith came out to greet them as they 
unloaded their equipment and luggage. 

“Anything new happening?” Dr. Sharma asked anxiously. 

“Not yet.” Ms. Sabbith looked exhausted. She’d slept fewer hours than Dr. 
Gray had, since she was alone and constantly monitoring what he was doing. 
When he was sleeping, she’d had to double-check the other cameras to make 
sure she hadn’t missed something important. It was a tough job to perform solo. 


Once inside, Ms. Sabbith showed everyone the setup. According to the insect 
cameras, the lab was currently unlocked and the door to the room was standing 
open. “This hasn’t happened since I arrived,” said Ms. Sabbith. “Victor spoke 
secretly to Cyke, Braun, Fang, and Morph. Then he took the two formulas and 
went to his bedroom.” 

Prowl stood guard by the front door. As they watched him, they could see 
Braun and Cyke come inside. 

“None of them are wearing their masks,” said Maria. “That’s strange.” 

“They haven’t been,” said Ms. Sabbith. “Miko gave up her suit entirely. 
When Braun and Cyke go out, they wear street clothes. Braun covers up his 
quills, but not his face. Either they’re feeling emboldened by what Dr. Gray is 
planning, or they think they are less likely to be apprehended because the news 
has the photos of them in their full bodysuits.” 

“Where’s Kelly?” asked Mac. 

“She shares a bedroom with Miko upstairs. As far as I know, she’s sleeping.” 

“Speaking of sleep,” said Mr. Wilde, “we should all try to get some.” 

Ms. Sabbith pulled herself away from the screens and showed everyone 
where they could put their things. Dr. Sharma insisted Ms. Sabbith get some rest, 
too. “Pll watch Gray’s place for a while. Don’t worry.” 

Ms. Sabbith gave her a grateful look. “I appreciate it. Wake me if anything 
happens.” 

“T will.” 

Charlie, Maria, and Mac found a room with two sets of bunk beds. They 
collapsed in them, not even arguing over who got the top. They fell asleep fast 
and slept hard. 

At the surveillance table, Dr. Sharma monitored the screens until her eyes 
dried out. She rubbed them, then got up and paced the floor in order to keep 
herself awake. Nearing dawn, with nothing happening in Dr. Gray’s house, she 
convinced herself she could take a short nap just so she could be refreshed 
enough to take action in the morning if they needed her. She set an alarm and 
nodded off. 

When it eventually went off, startling her awake, Dr. Sharma turned 
immediately to the recordings to see if she’d missed anything. 

The footage caught Dr. Gray leaving his bedroom. Without fanfare, he 
carried the mist machine and the large cylinder of liquid past Prowl and outside. 
Braun and Cyke followed. Then Morph and Fang. 

“Where is everybody going?” Prowl asked the last two. “What’s 
happening?” 

Fang stopped and looked coldly at him. “Dr. Gray didn’t tell you?” 


Prowl shook his head. 

“T guess you’re not meant to know, then. I had a feeling he didn’t trust you 
anymore.” 

Prowl’s eyes widened and his new electric claws came out sparking. But he 
seemed too stunned to do anything. Fang shrugged and went out the door, 
closing it behind him. 

The leopard man waited a beat, then looked around uncertainly, like he 
wasn’t sure what to do. Eventually he sneaked out the door after them. 

Dr. Sharma’s eyes widened. The cameras didn’t pick up what happened next. 
She fast-forwarded. 

Prowl returned to the house, striding with purpose up the stairs. Several 
minutes later he came back down with Miko and Kelly behind him. The three 
were talking heatedly. “They’re heading toward the marina,” Prowl said. 
“They’ve got the formula.” 

With that revelation, Dr. Sharma shot up and ran to wake Ms. Sabbith. If that 
happened while she was asleep, what could be going on now? Was it already too 
late to stop them? 

Charlie roused with a start when she heard footsteps pounding down the 
hallway. She woke up Mac and Maria, and the three of them peered around the 
comer into the surveillance area. They saw Ms. Sabbith, hair disheveled, rapidly 
working the computer with Dr. Sharma looking over her shoulder. 

“Come on,” said Mac. “Something’s happening.” He ran up to the screen. 
The girls followed. 

Ms. Sabbith rewound the video. They watched Dr. Gray leave with the 
machine and the formula, then Cyke and Braun. She zoomed in on Prowl’s face, 
showing his confusion, and they heard the conversation Prowl had with Fang. 

“Can that be true?” whispered Dr. Sharma. “Is Prowl no longer trusted?” 

“Tt can’t be,” muttered Ms. Sabbith. “Why would he be guarding the door if 
Dr. Gray didn’t trust him? Fang is just trying to get under Prowl’s skin. He 
probably doesn’t like it that Prowl is one of Gray’s favorites.” 

“That makes more sense,” said Dr. Sharma. 

They quieted and fast-forwarded through the part where Prowl left the house, 
and the part where he went upstairs. Then Ms. Sabbith slowed the video again 
where he came back down with Miko and Kelly. 

“All of them,” Prowl was saying. “Everyone but us three.” 

“But where are they going?” asked Miko. “Was Gray carrying the formula?” 

“Yes. And he had the mist machine.” 

“So ...,” said Miko, “he’s going somewhere to somehow spray that stuff? 
And then everyone around will change into chimeras?” She shook her head in 


disbelief. 

“Why the marina?” demanded Kelly. 

“Let’s go find out,” muttered Miko. She said a few other things under her 
breath, but the insect microphones weren’t able to pick them up. 

Watching everything, Charlie was confused. Why weren’t these three a part 
of this? Had they done something to make Dr. Gray mad? What was going on? 

“Kids,” said Ms. Sabbith, “go get ready. Right away. I’m going to see if I 
can find out where they’re heading. And with any luck, our little ladybug here is 
going to find them and tag along.” 


CHAPTER 37 
The Chase Is On 


“Luet’s not forget these.” Dr. Sharma handed the kids their earpieces for the new 
communication system. They inserted them and performed a quick test. 
Everything appeared to be working. 

By now Ms. Sabbith had guided the ladybug drone onto Prowl’s shoulder. 
She turned on the GPS system, which showed the bug’s location. “Got it,” she 
said. Three more dots appeared, representing Mac, Maria, and Charlie. “Quinn, 
can you wake up the others? I don’t know exactly what is happening, but it’s 
time to act.” 

“Pm not sure why Dr. Gray left without Prowl, Miko, and Kelly,” said 
Maria, “but we should take them out while we have the chance. While they’re 
separated from the others.” 

“Great idea,” said Charlie grimly. She peered out the window and down the 
street, seeing it in daylight for the first time. “Where are we? Which way are 
they going?” 

“They’re going toward the lake, which is down the hill,” said Ms. Sabbith. 
She pointed at the map and showed everyone where their house was, where Dr. 
Gray’s house was, and a few other various landmarks to help them navigate in 
the unfamiliar place. “You can’t get lost. We’re between the park and the 
marina, up the hill past the shops.” 

“Okay,” said Charlie. “We should go right now. What are we waiting for?” 

“Don’t we need Dr. Jakande and your dad?” asked Mac. 

Charlie shook her head impatiently. “It’s just the three of them. We can 
handle them. Dad and Dr. J. can follow us when they’re ready. This is our 
chance to stop them before they catch up to Dr. Gray.” 

Ms. Sabbith and Dr. Sharma glanced at each other, and then Dr. Sharma 
nodded. “Okay, you can go. But only engage them if you know you can beat 
them. Otherwise wait and follow.” 

“And stay in touch,” said Ms. Sabbith. “I know you’re not used to talking 
into your bracelets, but we need to hear from you when you can manage it. We’ll 


let you know if we see a way to help you from here. And if you get lost, PH 
guide you. Just remember what I told you before and you’ll be fine. We believe 
in you.” 

“Got it,” said Charlie. She took off toward the door, but a second later Dr. 
Jakande appeared, looking sleepy and disheveled. “Charlie, wait!” she called. 
“What are you doing?” 

“We can handle it, Dr. Jakande. I promise. It’s just Miko, Prowl, and Kelly. 
We’ ve got to go now so we don’t lose track of them.” 

“Are you sure?” 

Charlie nodded. 

“Okay. But hold on just one more second.” Dr. Jakande disappeared inside 
her room. 

“What is it?” said Charlie, impatient to get going. 

The woman reappeared and held out her body suit. “Here. Wear this. It’ll 
help protect you, at least a little.” 

Charlie stared. “What about them?” 

“Mac has his pangolin suit. Maria’s alligator scales will help her. But you 
don’t have anything. I meant to make you one, but I ran out of time. Take it. 
Please.” 

Charlie hesitated a second more, then took the suit, yelling, “Thanks!” as she 
ran into the bathroom to put it on. A minute later she was out the door and in the 
driveway, connecting the mask to the suit but leaving it hanging down her back 
for now. 

Maria and Mac followed right behind. Mac took a preventative hit on his 
inhaler, then the three of them started jogging downhill, anxious to locate the 
soldiers and Kelly. It was barely light out, and very few people were up and 
about around them. 

“Its weird not having a clue where we are,” said Maria. She lifted her wrist 
to her mouth and tried out her microphone to make sure Ms. Sabbith could still 
hear her. 

“T’ve got you loud and clear,” the woman told them all through their 
earpieces. “You’re heading in the right direction. The ladybug cam has been 
Stationary near the marina for a while now, like they’re waiting for something. 
You’re just a couple blocks behind them.” 

“Thanks, Ms. Sabbith,” said Charlie into her device. They sped up. 

A few minutes of jogging had them in sight of the lake, too. The early 
morning sun shone a sparkling white path from the water’s edge to a quarter of 
the way out. The kids could see a big island in the middle of the lake. Near the 
shore a few blocks to their right was the park Ms. Sabbith had mentioned. To the 


left was the marina with several boats and a public ferry. A few fishermen were 
up and moving around the wharf. 

Charlie thought she caught a glimpse of three people moving. She pointed. 
“Ts that them?” she asked. 

“T think so,” said Maria. She looked around carefully. 

“The ladybug cam is still near the marina,” said Ms. Sabbith in their ears. 

“That’s them all right,” said Mac. He pressed to talk. “Thanks, Ms. Sabbith. 
We see them.” 

“Ten-four. Remember, call me if you need me.” 

Mac glanced around to see if there were any onlookers, then engaged his 
device, switching on the basilisk lizard to help him move faster and more easily. 

“What are you doing?” asked Charlie, whirling around. “People could see 
you.” 

“Eh,” said Mac with a shrug. “Maybe they’ll think it’s a costume. I don’t 
think we can care about that at the moment. Plus, I can move way faster this way 
without getting winded.” 

Charlie raised an eyebrow, but his reasoning made sense. 

Maria pressed her lips together, then clicked on her device too, becoming a 
weremonkey. “Being seen in public doesn’t matter anymore with so much at 
stake,” she said. “Besides, Prowl and Miko look pretty weird too. Maybe people 
will think we’re in a parade or going to a costume party.” 

“Early morning costume parties are all the rage,” muttered Charlie. But she 
didn’t blame her friends. She had all her abilities activated too, only she didn’t 
have to worry about anybody noticing. “Let’s go with the parade idea if anybody 
questions us.” 

They rounded the corner and suddenly Prowl, Miko, and Kelly were within 
spitting range, standing in the road and arguing. Prowl had left his mask off and 
Miko was full-fledged animal with her hairy chimp body and enormous wings. 
“Watch out,” whispered Charlie. She hid behind a parked car and peered over 
the hood. Kelly and the soldiers were now looking everywhere, like they’d lost 
something. 

Maria and Mac knelt behind Charlie. “How are we going to do this?” said 
Maria, glancing around the street and spotting things she could potentially use to 
jump off of or swing around. 

“T’m thinking,” said Charlie. She inched forward. 

In their ears, Ms. Sabbith spoke up. “Charles and Nubia leaving shortly.” 

The kids didn’t respond. Charlie glanced at the others, took a deep breath, 
and then double-checked that her speed, strength, and climbing abilities were on. 
As long Kelly stayed visible, Charlie didn’t need the infrared vision. She 


weighed options, trying to decide the best way for the three to attack. “I’ll go 
after Prowl,” she whispered. “Maria, take Miko. Mac . . . can you take on 
Kelly?” 

Mac frowned. Fighting against Kelly seemed weird, but somebody had to do 
it—she was an enemy now. He nodded to Charlie. Staying crouched, he 
awkwardly switched to his pangolin armor to protect himself from Kelly’s 
spikes. That would give him his claws to fight back . . . or maybe even just rip 
her bracelet off. He didn’t have to hurt her, he realized with relief. He just had to 
capture her and remove the device. 

“Okay,” whispered Charlie. “Everybody do your thing. Let’s go.” Charlie 
sprang up and charged, speeding across the street. Maria and Mac followed. 
Charlie went straight at Prowl, grabbing him around the torso before he knew 
what was happening and picking him up high in the air so he couldn’t reach her 
face with his claws. He yowled and swiped at her, missing, then sliced her 
forearm. 

“Ouch!” Charlie cried as blood surfaced and poured out of the wound. 
Furious, she threw Prowl as far as she could, sending him half a block up the hill 
and landing hard. Charlie chased after him. 

Maria bounded up the side of a different parked car and jumped on Miko. 
The chimp woman hit the sidewalk, but her wings broke her fall. She grabbed 
Maria’s shoulders and rolled her over. Then she hopped up, spread her wings, 
and took flight, staying low in the air and trying to attack Maria from above. She 
swooped low and reached out, grabbing the girl by her tail and carrying her up in 
the air. Maria shrieked, twisting and turning as she swung her fists, and tried to 
get free or get Miko to go down to ground level. 

By the time Mac got to Kelly, she’d realized what was happening. Quickly 
she activated her device and looked to see who was coming at her. Mac slowed, 
uncertain. It was really weird taking on Kelly, especially now that she was right 
in front of him. He wasn’t sure what to do. At least she couldn’t hurt him. 
Maybe he could just let her attack him for a while, like the pangolin does with a 
lion. It might tire her out, at least. He stood there, waiting for her to make a 
move. 

Kelly rushed at him. “Oh my gosh! Mac!” she said. “What are you doing 
here? Did you come to rescue me? Can you help me get home?” 

“What?” said Mac, taken aback. Was she trying to throw him off guard? Of 
course she was. She was the sneakiest person he’d ever known. Mac stared at the 
girl, growing angry. “Nice try, Kelly. Surprise, you’re still horrible.” 

He thought of all the awful things she’d done to them. She’d lied about using 
the Mark Four. She’d left them to go be with Dr. Gray after all they’d done to 


protect her. After all they’d tried to do for her. She’d hypnotized her own parents 
into forgetting her. And she’d attacked at least four people with her extremely 
dangerous platypus spikes—including Andy and that freaking government 
official who was in a coma. Kelly was bad news. 

Kelly stopped. Now she looked confused. “How did you find us?” 

Mac’s eyes narrowed. Another ploy. He was ready to look away in an instant 
if she decided to try that little hypnotism trick on him. He didn’t trust her for a 
second. He didn’t care what she said. She was an actor. Always playing a part. 
This person in front of him wasn’t the real Kelly he used to know. The one 
who’d given him money to buy a new iPad when his had been stolen by the 
same people she was fighting alongside now. This Kelly was someone trying to 
manipulate him. Someone trying to get him to let down his guard. And Mac was 
not having any more of Kelly Parker. 

“Mac?” she said, her eyes pleading. “You . . . you remember me, right? It’s 
me. Kelly.” 

Mac remembered all right. Everything about her was making him angry. “I 
sure do.” Without another thought, he wound up and slugged Kelly in the face 
with his pangolin claws. She hit the ground, stunned and unmoving. Mac 
scrambled to take the device off her wrist. But like the others, it was locked on. 
In the confusion of getting there and their scramble out the door, they’d 
forgotten to get the code from Dr. Sharma. Could he rip it off without taking her 
hand with it? 

Maria screamed overhead. Mac looked up and he let Kelly’s arm drop. Miko 
was swinging Maria around by the tip of her tail, flying uncomfortably high. 
Maria was trying desperately to grab on to one of Miko’s legs, but failing to 
reach them. One lurch and Maria could be trying to fly, too. 

Leaving Kelly on the side of the road, Mac switched to basilisk lizard mode 
so he could run properly. He stayed below Maria in case the flying monkey 
decided to drop her. If she did, he’d be there to catch her. “Let go of her!” he 
shouted. “Go back to Oz, you flying monkey!” 

Kelly rolled to her side, then gingerly felt her throbbing jaw and hoped 
nothing was broken. Her face clouded. Clearly Mac and the others hadn’t come 
here to rescue her. Maybe Dr. Gray had been telling the truth about them— 
maybe they were the bad guys after all. Everything was so confusing. 

With Mac distracted, Kelly turned her camouflage ability on and staggered to 
her feet. She limped down the dock to the ferry and leaned up against the side of 
it to catch her breath. People trickled aboard for a ride to the island. Kelly 
watched them for a moment, listening to them talk about the landmarks. And 
then she slowly turned to look at the island in the distance: the houses dotted 


prettily all the way up. The giant statue rising above all of them. “Oh,” she said 
softly. “So that’s where he went.” 


CHAPTER 38 
A Dangerous Turn 


Charlie kicked at Prowl, but he rolled and she missed. He hopped up and they 
ran at each other in the street, the leopard man trying at every turn to sink his 
claws into Charlie—he knew how much she hated that. The two had fought 
multiple times in the past, but this time Prowl had a little surprise for his old 
enemy. When she twisted away and ran at him again, he slammed his claws into 
her shoulders and sent a bolt of electricity through her. 

Charlie screamed. Dr. Jakande’s suit didn’t seem to help in this case. A few 
locals heard her cries and came out of their shops and houses to see what was 
happening. Three of them started toward the fight, shouting in Spanish. But 
Charlie, furious at the electric cat, grabbed Prowl by the ankles and flipped him 
backward, high in the air. He landed, cracking his skull on the ground, and 
groaned. Charlie picked him up again and swung him around and around in a 
circle, clearing the area and sending the people running for cover. She let the 
man fly and he went wriggling through the air, trying to turn himself so he’d 
land on his feet. He failed and skidded into the side of a pottery shop, breaking 
its showcase window and knocking a sign down. It landed on his head. 

Charlie gripped her aching shoulders and took the moment to look around for 
the others. Kelly was nowhere in sight, which wasn’t surprising. Maria was 
being flown around by Miko, with Mac running dutifully below. Maria reached 
out whenever she saw something she could grab on to, but Miko always kept her 
just outside of reach. 

“Use Turbo!” Charlie hollered at her friend, in case Maria hadn’t thought of 
it. “Or switch to alligator!” 

“T need to stay a monkey in case she drops me!” Maria hollered back. 

Prowl was getting up and pulling glass shards out of his shoulders. Charlie 
turned her attention back to him. He started heading up the street away from the 
water, trying to get away from her, which seemed odd. 

Charlie followed, wondering uneasily what had happened to Kelly—maybe 
Mac had clobbered her. Or maybe Prowl was leading her into a trap and the girl 


was waiting for her. Charlie activated her viper vision and swept her gaze 
around, just in case. Nothing. Just as she was catching up to Prowl, he turned 
and came at her with his electric claws again. Charlie stopped. She had to avoid 
those at all costs—they’d been a real shocker. And even though her starfish 
ability had kicked in, Charlie was still sore and shaky from it. It was a powerful 
ability. Too powerful. “Dang it, Prowl,” she muttered. 

Above the shops, Maria went into Turbo monkey mode, and her arms, legs, 
and tail grew four inches. Not realizing it, Miko flew too close to a church roof. 
Maria’s arm shot out and caught the tip of the steeple spire. She yanked herself 
loose from Miko’s grasp and slid down to the belfry, then went inside the 
opening where the bell hung. She climbed down and disappeared. Mac stood at 
the base of the church, looking up. 

“Mac!” shouted Charlie. “Help me with Prowl! His claws are electric now!” 

Seeing Charlie’s fear, the leopard man came at her. Mac switched to basilisk 
lizard and ran toward them. Charlie darted out of Prowl’s reach, then jumped 
and stuck to the side of a building. She crawled up, then leaped on top of Prowl’s 
head, knocking him down. Swiftly she pinned his arms to the ground. He 
struggled under her. 

Mac caught up and switched back to pangolin. 

“Sit on him until the others come,” said Charlie. “And chop him up into little 
pieces if he tries to move.” She looked around again and saw Maria exiting the 
church doors and coming toward them. “Now, where’s Miko?” 

Mac obeyed. Prowl yowled and flailed and tried to squeeze out from under 
Mac, swiping at him with his sharp claws, but they clanged and sparked off 
Mac’s armor. When Mac had had enough of the soldier’s squirming, he cracked 
his pangolin claws down onto Prowl’s forearms, pinning them. He looked 
around to make sure nobody else was coming for him, and saw Miko swooping 
down toward Maria and Charlie. 

“Look out!” Mac shouted, but he was too late. Miko plowed into both girls, 
knocking them flat, then soared up again out of reach. 

Charlie flipped over and scrambled up, then helped Maria to her feet. They 
chased after Miko. “When she flies back at us, climb up onto this truck and grab 
her,” Charlie whispered to Maria. They waited, then both bounded up on top of 
the truck parked along the street. Before Miko could swerve, the girls jumped at 
her, grabbing onto her legs. 

“Hang on!” cried Maria. 

Miko shrieked. Her wings weren’t strong enough to hold two of them. The 
three crashed to the ground and rolled. Maria got the wind knocked out of her 
and couldn’t move. But Charlie twisted Miko’s leg hard behind her and knelt on 


it. Miko hollered and flapped her wings wildly, trying to get Charlie off her. 
Charlie nearly lost her balance but lunged forward onto Miko’s back, slamming 
the soldier’s face into the pavement. She gave a muffled shout. Quickly Charlie 
scrambled up and stepped on the back of Miko’s neck. Miko flopped but 
couldn’t get away. 

“Maria!” Charlie called out. “Are you okay?” 

Maria rolled over slowly. “I’m okay,” she said, her voice shaky. She tried to 
get up. 

Just then they heard a long, angry buzzing sound. Mac screamed. They 
looked over to see smoke rising from Mac’s suit, and he fell limp on top of 
Prowl. Prowl cackled, then slithered out from under him. 

“Mac!” Charlie couldn’t make sense of what had happened. Mac’s pangolin 
suit was supposed to protect him from everything. 

Maria staggered to her feet. “Leave him alone!” she screamed at Prowl. She 
switched to alligator mode and ran at him, teeth gleaming. Surprised, Prowl 
stared. Maria attacked, trying to take a bite out of his shoulder, and they hit the 
road hard. He sliced Maria with his electric claws. and she screamed and 
stiffened, momentarily paralyzed by the shock. Her alligator scales were as 
useless as Charlie’s suit against electricity. 

Frustrated and knowing Mac needed help, Charlie picked up Miko and threw 
her hard against the church wall. The woman crumpled to the ground and didn’t 
move. Charlie checked her to see that she was breathing but unconscious. She 
left her there and went after Prowl. “Go see if Mac’s okay!” Charlie called to 
Maria. 

Maria went over to Mac, trying to get his helmet off so she could see his 
face. “Mac!” she cried out. “Mac, answer me!” 

Mac didn’t answer. He didn’t move. 

“Tt smells like something’s burning!” said Maria, fear in her voice. 

Charlie couldn’t inspect him now. She dodged Prowl’s claws and slammed 
her head into his stomach, hoping to do double damage to an already injured part 
of him. The cat man howled and hissed, claws fully extended. He managed to 
clip Charlie’s cheek, sending another shock all the way down her body. 

“Ahh! Dang it!” she said. Blazing with anger, she gave an uppercut to 
Prowl’s jaw, sending him soaring into the air and slamming down onto the 
pavement. He rolled to one side and stopped, unconscious. 

From up the hill, Charlie’s father and Dr. Jakande came running onto the 
scene. Dr. Jakande was transformed into a werepanther, and Dr. Wilde was 
wearing the Mark Five and moving pretty fast for a dad. 

“We found you,” said Dr. Wilde. He hesitated, looking at Prowl lying still on 


the ground. “What can we do?” 

Dr. Jakande looked aghast at Prowl. Then she noticed her old friend Miko 
unconscious alongside the church and blew out a breath. She turned away. 
“Where’s Kelly?” 

“We don’t know,” said Charlie, staggering to her feet. “Can you go help 
Mac? He’s over there with Maria. Somehow Prowl knocked him unconscious. 
He’s got that electric eel ability now, so be careful. Maria said she smelled 
something burning.” She bent down, then hoisted Prowl up over her shoulders. 

Dr. Jakande rushed over to Mac and Maria. Charlie followed with the 
unconscious electricat. Nubia quickly tapped the device on Mac’s wrist. The suit 
turned to liquid and shimmered back into his bracelet. 

“Charles, we’re going to need your device over here for Mac,” said Dr. 
Jakande in a low voice. “Hurry.” 

“What’s wrong with him?” asked Charlie, alarmed. 

“T think he was electrocuted.” 

“How is that possible?” asked Charlie. She and Maria exchanged a horrified 
glance. 

Dr. Wilde ran over. “Take off his device!” he said. Dr. Jakande keyed in the 
passcode and took off Mac’s device. Dr. Wilde removed the Mark Five from his 
wrist and slapped it onto Mac’s in place of the other. 

“Why did you take his off?” asked Maria, frightened. 

“T’m not sure what wearing two bracelets could do to him,” said Dr. Jakande. 
“Tt’s already risky with all the DNA in the Mark Five.” 

Maria held Mac’s other hand. “Is the healing ability lit up?” she asked. 

“Yes,” said Dr. Jakande, leaning over Mac. After a moment, she sighed with 
relief. “He’s doing better.” 

Charlie, relieved, and seeing she couldn’t do anything to help, dropped Prowl 
roughly to the sidewalk. She spotted a large metal rack with room for six bikes 
bolted to the sidewalk. She went over to it and yanked it out, sending the bolts 
flying. Then she bent the rack in half until it snapped into two equal pieces. She 
took one half and slid it over Prowl’s body, trapping his arms at his sides. Then 
she lifted him up and set him on the side of the road and went to get Miko. 

With the other half of the rack Charlie secured Miko, squishing the woman’s 
wings and arms inside the metal makeshift trap. She placed Miko next to Prowl 
on the side of the road and returned to where her father and Dr. Jakande were 
hunched over Mac. Mac’s eyes were open and he seemed to be talking. 

“He’s okay,” Maria told her with relief in her voice. 

“T’m fine,” said Mac, struggling to sit up. “At least, Pll be okay in a bit. Go 
find Kelly!” 


“Did you get her bracelet?” asked Charlie. 

“No, it needs a code, remember? I don’t know what it is.” 

Charlie stared blankly. They’d forgotten all about it. “Dang it. Why didn’t 
we get that from Dr. Sharma? Did you ask her for it?” asked Charlie. 

“I didn’t think of that,” Mac admitted. “I was worried about Maria.” 

“It’s okay. Pl take care of it.” She looked at her father. “Thanks for helping 
with Prowl. You didn’t get to use the device for very long.” 

Dr. Wilde waved her off. “I’m really okay with that. I think I pulled a muscle 
already.” 

“Take care of those two,” Charlie said, pointing to Prowl and Miko. “Don’t 
let them go.” 

Her father nodded. “Nubia and I will carry them back to the house.” 

“Once we get there we can use the reversal devices to take away their 
powers,” said Dr. Jakande. “Oh, and some good news, finally. Captain 
Zimmerman got in touch with Erica as we were leaving the house. She watched 
your videos. That, combined with what Gray and the soldiers have done, was 
enough to convince her. She put a team together and they’re on their way.” 

Dr. Wilde nodded. “Hopefully they make it here in time to help.” 

Charlie let out a breath and swept the area with her infrared vision. “That’s 
great news. Too bad they didn’t get here yesterday. We could use the help now.” 
She didn’t see anything suspicious. “In more urgent news, we need to find Kelly. 
Mac, what happened?” 

“She asked me if we were here to rescue her. I almost wimped out, but I 
knew she had to be lying like she always does. So I punched her with my 
pangolin claws. She went down, but then she disappeared when I went to help 
Maria.” He paused. “She didn’t hurt me. Prowl, on the other hand . . . I think the 
electricity went through my entire suit.” 

“The metallic alloy of your suit conducts electricity,” said Dr. Jakande. “I’m 
glad you’re okay. That could have been a lot worse without the Mark Five.” 

Maria, still worried, squeezed Mac’s hand. He pulled it away, but then 
smiled sheepishly at his friend. “I’m fine,” he insisted. “I’ll probably be ready to 
help in, like, ten minutes or less. I’ll find you. Just don’t let Kelly get away.” 

Maria smiled back and turned to Charlie. “PI go with you, Chuck,” she said. 
“Let’s get her.” 

Maria switched off her device so she wouldn’t attract further attention, as 
more people were coming outside on this beautiful morning. Charlie kept her 
infrared viper vision on and the two girls set off. 

As they walked, Maria checked in with Ms. Sabbith. She let her know what 
had happened so far. “Also, can you ask Dr. Sharma if she remembers the code 


for Kelly’s device in case we get another shot at disarming her?” 

Ms. Sabbith got it and gave it to her. “I’ll send Mrs. Wilde to the scene to 
check Mac over.” 

Charlie and Maria combed the streets, Maria looking for signs of anything or 
anyone out of the ordinary, and Charlie looking for hot spots. They went all the 
way down to the water, then came back up the next street over, weaving in and 
out, looking behind trash bins and food stands and into alleyways. 

“Do you suppose she’s scared?” asked Maria after a while. 

“With poisonous spikes?” scoffed Charlie. “Not even a little. She’s probably 
lying in wait, thinking she can spring out and attack us both before we can figure 
out what’s happening.” 

Maria looked troubled, but she nodded. “Probably.” 

When they found themselves in front of the marina, Maria stopped. “Hey,” 
she said, tugging at Charlie’s arm. “What if she, like, sneaked onto a boat?” 

“Or escaped on the ferry,” said Charlie. She pointed to a sign, trying to make 
sense of the Spanish words. She knew a few of them, but out of context they 
didn’t make sense. “What does the sign say?” 

“Tt says the ferry runs every hour starting at nine a.m. until six p.m. in the 
summer. It returns on the half hour. It costs eighty pesos each way.” 

“Whoa. That sounds like a lot.” 

“Tt’s not,” said Maria. “I looked up the exchange rate—it’s less than five 
dollars. My mom got me some money from the bank before we left in case we 
need it.” 

“That was smart,” said Charlie. She knew her parents had exchanged money 
at the airport, but they hadn’t gotten around to giving her any yet. She used her 
viper vision to scan the ferry, which was about to take its ten a.m. voyage. Every 
red spot had a visible human behind it. “She’s not here.” 

As they turned to go up the next street, Charlie heard a crackle near her ear. 
But it wasn’t her earpiece from Ms. Sabbith. It was the one connected to Dr. 
Jakande’s suit. Charlie froze as Kelly’s voice came through, sounding pitiful. 
“Zed? Are you there? It’s Kelly . . . Kelly Parker. Please answer. I’m in big 
trouble. And I... I just want to go home.” 


CHAPTER 39 
The Only Way to Win 


Kelly had watched with horror as Prowl and Miko had been captured. Scared, 
even though she was camouflaged, she fled, not quite sure where she was going. 
She ran downhill toward the lake and pressed up against the buildings, where she 
could blend in with the environment and keep away from other pedestrians who 
might bump into her. Desperate, she’d tried Zed again, even though the woman 
never answered her—she held out the tiniest hope that Zed could hear her, even 
if she couldn’t or wouldn’t respond. 

There was no answer this time either. But Kelly wasn’t going to give up 
easily—how could she? Charlie, Maria, Mac, and the scientists were her ticket 
out of here. But if she approached them, would they ever believe how sorry she 
was? Mac, of all people, had punched her lights out. Was it too late for her? 

If Zed didn’t answer, Kelly had no other choice but to try to convince her old 
friends. With Miko and Prowl captured, she was on her own. And out of options. 

A friendly cat came up and rubbed against her leg, which probably would 
look strange to anyone passing by. Kelly nudged it away with her foot and soon 
it moved on. When no one was in sight, she pulled Miko’s communication 
device out of her pack. She held the mouthpiece close and whispered into it. 
“Zed, I know where Dr. Gray is. Please . . . I can help you. I’m by the 
waterfront.” 

Suddenly Charlie and Maria rounded the corner a block away and came 
swiftly up the street. Kelly dropped the communicator. It seemed like they were 
looking for her. But was it to fight? Mac had made it all too clear they weren’t 
there to rescue her, but maybe he’d told them what she’d said about needing 
help. Should she go up to them? Charlie was so powerful—she could kick her 
can to Sunday if she made the wrong move. Quickly she picked up the 
communication device and shoved it into her pack so it wouldn’t be visible. She 
held as still as she could, trying to figure out what to do. 

It was obvious that Mac hadn’t believed her. He’d treated her like a villain— 
Kelly knew that’s what she was now. She knew Dr. Gray had lied to her. He’d 


turned her against her old friends. And Kelly certainly didn’t expect Charlie to 
help her. 

But what about Maria? Had she turned totally against her, too? It didn’t seem 
possible. Maria had a generous heart. Maybe there was a way back into it. 
Perhaps if Kelly could hear what she and Charlie were talking about, she could 
get an idea of their motives. 

Staying camouflaged, Kelly crept toward them as they stopped near the dock 
to the ferry. Charlie was peering all around. When they turned around and 
started walking by the shore, Kelly slid along the buildings parallel to them. 

Charlie turned sharply. 

Kelly froze. Her former friend seemed to be looking right at her. She glanced 
down—had her camo turned off unexpectedly? Clearly it hadn’t. She blended 
into the blue of the building she was standing against. 

Charlie and Maria started walking toward her, but they were talking and 
looking at each other, not at her. Kelly relaxed a little. She’d wait until they 
passed her, and then she’d follow them to eavesdrop. 

As the two approached, Kelly flattened herself against the building and her 
heart began to pound. If they continued in the same direction, they’d walk within 
ten feet of her. She had this great camo ability, but it didn’t make her completely 
invisible. If someone were looking hard, they’d be able to see a slight outline of 
her—at least that’s what Miko had told her once. Kelly held her breath and 
waited for the girls to pass. 

She could almost hear them. And then they stopped right in front of her. 
That’s when Kelly realized with a start that Charlie wasn’t wearing just any 
bodysuit. She was wearing Zed’s. 

Charlie raced at Kelly. Before Kelly could slide away, Charlie was grasping 
the air and easily found her arm. Her grip was deadly and Kelly squealed in pain. 
She tried to click on her spikes, but every time she reached for her device, 
Charlie yanked her arm away. 

“Get her device!” said Maria, who couldn’t see it. 

“No!” cried Kelly. “Wait! Can you just let me—Ouch!” 

Charlie fumbled for the Mark Four and tried to key in the code, but Kelly 
jerked her arm. Then she started concentrating hard. She began pulsing. If they 
wouldn’t listen to her normally, maybe she could convince them . . . this way. 

“Aw, crud,” said Maria. “Don’t look at her! She’s doing that thing!” 

“Knock it off, Kelly!” Charlie looked away and dragged Kelly to the park 
along the lake, away from the activities of the neighborhood, so she could 
clobber Kelly in private. 

“You don’t understand!” Kelly said, squirming. “I want to go home! I want 


to work with you.” 

“She’s trying to hypnotize us into believing her,’ Charlie told Maria. 
“Ignore.” 

“Tm not!” said Kelly. “I mean, I wasn’t—I really mean it! Please don’t hurt 
me.” 

“Please,” said Charlie with disdain. “We know you’ve been talking to Dr. 
Jakande, too. Pretty sneaky.” 

“Who?” said Kelly. “You mean Zed? She never answers.” 

“TIl bet she told you to say that.” Charlie shoved Kelly to the grass, making 
her skid for several feet. 

“Hey!” The impact broke Kelly’s concentration and she stopped pulsating. 
She blended into the grass. Quickly she activated her platypus spikes before 
Charlie could go after her device again. It was clear they didn’t believe her. And 
it was also clear that Kelly didn’t have much of a chance to beat the two of them 
in a fight. 

She got to her feet and tried to run, but Charlie caught her before she could 
go very far. 

“What the—how?” Kelly couldn’t figure out how Charlie could see her so 
easily, but the girl lifted Kelly off the ground. Kelly swung her arms and legs 
around, trying to get free. “I’m trying to explain something!” Kelly cried. “Will 
you please listen?” 

“Stay back, Maria,” Charlie shouted. “I’ll bet she’s got her spikes out.” 

Maria wisely stayed away and let Charlie handle this fight that would no 
doubt soon be over. 

Kelly landed a hard punch to Charlie’s jaw, causing Charlie to stagger 
backward and lose her balance. She shoved Kelly skyward and let go, sending 
her sailing into the air. Kelly tumbled on the grass, falling almost gracefully, like 
she’d learned in acting class, and rolled back up to her feet. She eyed the water. 
That would be her last resort. 

Charlie kept coming at her. 

“How can you see me?” Kelly shouted. She was winded. And she knew this 
was her fight to lose. If she surrendered, would they finally listen? 

She powered down and was no longer camouflaged or armed with her 
platypus spikes. She held her hands out so Maria and Charlie could see she 
wasn’t going to do anything. “I know where Dr. Gray is,” she said. “I was trying 
to tell Zed. I didn’t know you were wearing her suit until I saw you. It’s the 
truth. I really do know where he is—or I’m pretty sure, anyway. And I know 
what he’s going to do. So you’d better not hurt me if you want me to tell you.” 

Charlie hesitated. “Where is he?” she demanded. 


Kelly backed away a few steps. “TIl tell you if you promise not to hurt me.” 

“She’s lying,” said Maria. 

Kelly’s lips parted. Maria didn’t believe her either. 

“T know she’s lying,” said Charlie. 

“Girls, please!” Kelly begged. But she could tell they weren’t softening. In 
despair, she clicked on her platypus spikes, knowing it was a mistake but also 
needing something to protect herself with. “I’m not lying. I’m so sorry about 
everything. I really mean it!” 

“Says the liar,” quipped Maria. “Look—she just brought out the spikes, 
Charlie.” 

“That doesn’t seem like something a sorry person would do,” said Charlie. 

“Maria,” said Kelly in a quiet voice. “You know me better than that. Please. 
We’ ve been friends forever.” 

“We used to be friends,” Maria agreed, “but you betrayed us so many times, 
you’re beyond forgiveness.” 

The words hit Kelly hard. “Wow.” She faltered and looked at Maria. Tears 
pricked the comers of her eyes. 

“I’m coming!” cried Mac from far up the hill. 

Charlie pounced. Kelly screamed. She rolled and kicked and punched, trying 
to get away. One of her platypus spikes connected, and Kelly sprang away, then 
jumped into the water with a splash. Her dolphin ability activated and she swam, 
eyes closed tightly. Sobbing angrily in the water. 

She hated Charlie and Maria. They didn’t understand her. They didn’t 
believe her. They wouldn’t even let her explain anything. She had to get away. 
Or at least get to a place where she could win a battle against them. 

When Kelly surfaced, she heard Charlie groaning in pain on the shore. Kelly 
had done it again. Her heart sank. She dived down again, tempted to go back. 
But she hardened against that idea. If they weren’t going to forgive her before, 
they certainly wouldn’t now. Kelly had just blown her chances of getting back 
home. Again. Because of the stupid platypus spikes. And now she had nobody. 

“Get more help!” came Charlie’s muffled cry. 

“I’m going!” said Maria. 

A second later there was a splash that didn’t come from Kelly. Kelly froze, 
looking around the murky water. Charlie had entered the lake and was coming 
toward her. Then she looked up and saw the strangest sight. Mac, wearing a 
weird green suit, was running on the surface above her. 


CHAPTER 40 
In Over Her Head 


Charlie surfaced and wiped the water from her eyes. 

“She’s right below me!” cried Mac, running in circles on the lake to keep 
from sinking. He shaded his eyes and peered at the water, then moved a little 
farther out. “Pll stay with her as long as I can!” 

Charlie floundered, dropping back under, her ankle throbbing sharply with 
pain from where Kelly had spiked her with poison. Luckily, Dr. Jakande’s suit 
had stopped it from sinking in too far. Charlie righted herself and floated back 
up for a breath, trying to ignore the stinging and keep her leg moving. She had to 
stop Kelly. And she had to find Dr. Gray before he did something awful. She 
dived down again, hoping her healing ability would soon take care of the injury. 

She was a good swimmer, and she was used to swimming in lakes. She’d 
grown up near a huge one, Lake Michigan, and she and Andy had spent their 
summers there and at the Y, swimming all the time. But she was no dolphin. As 
Charlie swam for a short distance above the surface, she could tell her strength 
ability was helping her move a little faster and more easily through the water. 
That was something, at least, but it was nothing like moving on land. She swam 
onward, peering through the water. She could hear a faint beeping and she 
realized her bat vision had kicked on in the murkiness underwater. The rocks on 
the floor of the lake shimmered silver around her. Mac’s shadow circled the area 
above her, and soon she could see a silver-and-red Kelly gliding around long 
strands of seaweeds. Charlie’s abilities were double-dipping, and that wasn’t a 
bad thing. 





Charlie eyed the weeds, then impulsively yanked some of them out of the 
bottom and draped them around her neck. They might come in handy, though 
she wasn’t quite sure how yet. She surfaced for a few breaths. “You’re doing 
great, Mac!” She sped up in pursuit of Kelly. When she found the familiar 
shimmer again, she pushed off a rock with all her strength, trying to find a way 
to speed up underwater. But her abilities were greatly hindered in this 
environment. There was no speed of a cheetah down here. She’d have to use her 
strength to power her forward. Too bad she had to breathe a lot more often than 
Kelly did. 

Kelly had turned her camo on. But Charlie’s infrared viper vision kept the 
girl easily in sight. Charlie surfaced. 

“T can’t see her anymore,” said Mac, huffing and looking weak. 

“T can,” said Charlie. “I’m going to grab her and drag her to shore if I can. I 
think you can go back there for now, and just be ready to help once I’ve got a 
hold.” 

“Got it!” Mac, whose breath was sounding quite ragged by now from 
running, gladly went back to the shore. 

Charlie took a deep breath, and with all the force she could gather, dived 
through the water and swam at Kelly. Kelly darted away, but Charlie caught her 
by the leg and hung on, careful not to get pricked by one of her platypus spurs. 
She pulled the weeds from around her neck and tried tying Kelly’s legs together 
to keep the dangerous spurs in one place. 

Kelly squirmed. “Let go of me!” she shouted, her voice gurgling in the 
water. She dropped to the lake’s bottom and tried to shake Charlie off or kick her 
with her spurs. Charlie pinched Kelly’s leg hard, then carefully grabbed on to the 
base of one of the spikes. She grunted and bent the spike, trying to crack it off, 
but it wouldn’t. Kelly screamed in pain and twisted around, one leg slipping out 
of Charlie’s grasp. 

Charlie dodged Kelly’s heel. Again in need of air, she pushed off the sandy 
bottom with Kelly in tow, dragging her to the surface and letting go before Kelly 
could kick her. She gasped for breath and Kelly managed to get some air, too. 

“Leave me alone!” Kelly screamed. 

“Where is Dr. Gray?” Charlie demanded. “What’s he doing?” She tightened 
her grip around Kelly’s leg. 

“Stop squeezing me!” said Kelly, bending forward and slamming her fist into 
Charlie’s ear. 

Charlie grabbed it, wincing, and twisted Kelly’s arm hard. She squealed and 


thrashed. Soon they were both back under, rolling and tussling. 

Kelly slammed her heel back again, this time into Charlie’s thigh. Charlie 
scream and sucked in water, making her choke. She floundered and let go of 
Kelly, then surfaced and floated on her back for a moment, coughing and 
moaning and clutching at her leg. The pain pulsed through her. Her leg felt 
paralyzed. Kelly had gotten her good with that one. She was having trouble 
staying afloat. 

“Come on,” Charlie muttered to herself. “Heal!” But there was no rushing 
the healing power, and no handling this kind of pain. Unable to see where Kelly 
was, she started to panic. She looked at the shore, realizing she and Kelly had 
been pulled farther and farther out by the waves. Mac stood anxiously on the 
beach. Maria was nowhere to be found. Was she still getting help? 

Then Charlie saw movement in the water coming toward her from the shore. 
She looked closer and realized it was Maria, as a werealligator, gliding through 
the waves. Thank goodness! Finally! Maybe Maria could chomp down on Kelly 
to convince her to tell them where Gray was. But Maria couldn’t chomp unless 
she could see Kelly. How could they turn off her cuttlefish camouflage? 

Charlie groaned with pain. She tried to kick but one leg felt like lead. She 
took a deep breath and went underwater to see where Kelly was. When she came 
back up and looked out toward the island, she saw something in the water that 
she never expected to see. 

Charlie’s eyes widened as a triangular fin cut through the waves at a high 
speed, coming straight at her. “What the... ,” she muttered. And then it swam 
past her, heading for Maria. 


CHAPTER 41 
Shark vs. Alligator 


Maria saw Mega, the rhino-shark soldier, about two seconds before the monster 
attacked. It was just long enough for her to gather her wits and open her mouth, 
exposing her row of sharp teeth. She struck out with her claws and tail, too. But 
the shark mouth with the rhino horn slammed into her, tossing her up out of the 
water like she was a toy. 

Maria splashed back down, twisted, and chomped at the soldier’s nose, 
hoping to at least hit her in a sensitive spot, but missed. She rolled and struck out 
at Mega’s neck, and finally connected. She bit down hard. The shark pulled her 
sandpapery skin away, leaving Maria’s face scratched and bloody. But Maria 
had left a few bite marks in Mega’s neck and shoulder that the woman wouldn’t 
soon forget. The soldier circled and charged again. This time she bit down 
around Maria’s middle. 

Maria screamed in pain and cracked her elbow into Mega’s ear. The rhino- 
shark pushed the girl through the water, not letting go. Maria waved her claws 
and snapped her alligator jaws, trying to catch anything, but the shark woman 
had a solid grip on the girl. “Help!” Maria cried out. Mega pulled her 
underwater. 

Forgetting Kelly, Charlie started paddling toward Maria, her useless leg 
trailing in the water behind her. “Maria!” she cried. 

From the shore, Mac came running on top of the water, but there wasn’t 
much he could do. If he switched to pangolin mode, he’d sink like a rock and 
drown. But he didn’t have any way to protect himself in lizard mode. “Come 
back to shore!” he shouted weakly, knowing that it was easier said than done. 

Mega tossed Maria up into the air again. Maria swiveled and twisted, then 
clawed the water as she came down, catching Mega in the face and leaving four 
bloody cuts across her cheek. Mega was furious. But before she could grab 
Maria again, Maria clamped down on the woman’s shoulder and started shaking 
her. 

Mega squealed in pain. She broke free, ripping out two of Maria’s alligator 


teeth, which remained embedded in Mega’s shoulder. Maria’s blood clouded the 
water. Mega circled. Frenzied and angry, she went in for the kill. She clamped 
down on Maria’s head, lifted her up so her tail was out of the water, and shook 
her like a dog shakes a stuffed toy. Maria’s yells went silent. 

“Maria!” Charlie screamed. She reached them, but there wasn’t much she 
could do but watch in horror. 

Mega dragged Maria through the water and shook her again, then whirled 
around and tossed her at Mac, hitting him in the chest and knocking him down. 
He splashed and went under. Maria sank too. Mac resurfaced, looking wildly 
around for his friend, then dived down to find her. He grabbed her by the 
alligator tail and pulled her up, taking her under the arms and keeping her 
bleeding head above water. Treading water with Maria in tow, he carefully 
removed Maria’s device and pulled the Mark Five from his pocket. He slapped it 
on her and put her Mark Two in his pocket. 

Barely able to move in the water, Charlie was a sitting duck, and her arms 
burned, trying to keep herself afloat. When Mega turned on her, all Charlie could 
think of to do was to try to pry Mega’s mouth open and keep it that way. She 
dived down, her leg barely beginning to work again, and searched for a rock or a 
piece of driftwood. Not that it would hold the shark long, since she had human 
arms to pull out whatever Charlie managed to put in there. She came back up 
empty-handed, and barely had time to take a breath before Mega attacked. 

Charlie grabbed the shark’s mouth and pulled it open, holding it as wide as 
she could. She clamped her good leg around the woman’s body and squeezed. 
The two slipped under the water, Mega flailing with her mouth forced open and 
Charlie attached to her torso. Her strength was solid, and she had a strong grip 
with her gecko ability. But her injured leg wasn’t helping. And Charlie knew 
she’d have to let go eventually to get air. 

Mega lurched and her jaw snapped shut, catching Charlie’s arm inside. 
Charlie’s eyes widened. She screamed into the water. Mega stayed low, dragging 
the girl around as Charlie tried placing hard kicks into Mega’s stomach with her 
good leg. 

The kicks didn’t seem to faze the crazed shark. Before long Charlie’s lungs 
began to burn. She needed air. She twisted and tried to wrench her arm away, 
growing desperate, then weak, but the shark held fast. Charlie’s vision began to 
go dark. 

Just before Charlie faded into unconsciousness, she saw an infrared spot 
moving toward her through the water. 


CHAPTER 42 
One More Chance 


Mega had come out of nowhere. Kelly had watched in horror as the rhino-shark 
woman practically shredded Maria and tossed her aside. Then she’d turned on 
Charlie and was trying to drown her. Charlie had little to fight back with in this 
setting. Not to mention she was still probably dealing with the platypus venom. 
It wasn’t a fair fight by any means. 

And Mega was out of control. It was like the blood in the water affected her 
like it would a real shark. And now all Mega wanted to do was kill. 

Kelly stayed in camo mode. She crept closer, not wanting Mega to turn on 
her in her crazed attack. She thought about trying to hypnotize Mega like she’d 
done in the past for fun, but decided that Mega was too frantic to be caught by 
her pulsing. She swam closer and saw that Mega’s teeth dug deep into Charlie’s 
upper arm. She saw Charlie panicking, flailing. Drowning. She saw her head loll 
forward as she lost consciousness. 

Kelly felt her heart hit her throat. This wasn’t right. It wasn’t okay. She 
pushed forward, staying camouflaged, and swam around Mega, slipping under 
her as she floated near the bottom. Mega didn’t see her. Kelly made a V with her 
legs around Mega’s protruding belly. And then she cringed and slammed both 
heels into the woman and held them there. 

Mega’s body recoiled in shock. She released Charlie’s arm, letting the girl 
float away, and screamed, twisting and turning until full paralysis set in. After 
what seemed like an eternity, Kelly yanked her spikes out, then swam quickly to 
Charlie’s limp body. She grabbed the girl around the waist and streamed through 
the water toward the shore. She raised Charlie’s head above the surface, not 
knowing what to do to get her to start breathing again—all she could do was 
hope Charlie’s healing power was up to this kind of challenge. 

Seeing people standing in the shallow water, Kelly reached for the bottom, 
found it, and started running, dragging Charlie with her. 

“Kelly!” said Mac. “What did you do to her?” He ran at Kelly, furious, and 
tried to yank Charlie away. 


“Tt was Mega,” Kelly said, breathing hard. “Hurry—does anyone know how 
to get her to breathe?” She looked up and saw Charlie’s mom running toward 
them with her emergency kit. Kelly and Mac climbed the bank and laid Charlie 
on the ground as residents of the area came to see what was happening. 

“Tell me what happened,” said Dr. Wilde in a serious but calm voice. She 
checked Charlie’s airways and started CPR as Kelly explained everything. 

Maria was nearby, back in her normal body and nursing her wounds. She 
still had the Mark Five on her wrist. Every now and then as Kelly told what 
happened, Maria nodded. 

Dr. Wilde continued CPR on Charlie, pumping her chest until finally Charlie 
choked and coughed up a bunch of water. She lifted her head and puked on 
Kelly’s leg, and then she groaned. Her left arm was limp and full of ugly tooth 
punctures and cuts. Her suit had a puncture hole in the thigh. Dr. Wilde slit 
Charlie’s sleeve and the bottom half of her pant leg and checked the wounds. 
She looked at Kelly. 

Kelly looked down. She didn’t try to justify it. “That’s from a platypus spike. 
I hit her somewhere else, too—more like a glancing hit, not a direct stab.” 

“My ankle,” said Charlie weakly. “That one doesn’t hurt anymore. The suit 
helped.” She sat up on one elbow. “Where’s Maria? Is she okay?” 

“She’s resting over there under that tree by Dr. Sharma,” said her mom. 
“She’s healing nicely. Mac got the Mark Five on her and brought her to shore 
just as I was coming to help.” 

Charlie looked at Kelly. “I saw you swimming toward me when .. . when I 
almost ... when Mega had me trapped.” Her voice wavered. “What happened? I 
blacked out.” 

“I stayed camouflaged and attacked Mega,” said Kelly quietly. Then I 
grabbed you. She’s probably still stuck at the bottom of the lake, paralyzed. I 
stabbed her in two places. She’s going to hurt for a while.” 

Charlie’s expression flickered. “Why did you rescue me?” 

Kelly pressed her lips together, then spoke carefully. “Because you’re my 
friend. I meant what I told you guys earlier. I know you have no reason to 
believe me. I was terrible to you. But I really want to go... home... .” She 
started to cry and didn’t try to hold back her tears. “I made a huge mistake. And 
I’m so sorry.” 

Charlie didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know if she could believe Kelly, 
even after this. Kelly was so good at acting, and she was so good at lying. But 
she’d saved her life. She’d said she wanted to go home when she thought she 
was talking to Zed. 

She winced as her mother cleaned up the puncture wounds on her arm. “Tell 


us where Dr. Gray is.” 

Kelly closed her eyes and let out a breath. “He’s on that island. I’m almost 
sure of it. Prowl said he’s got a huge container full of formula that he’s been 
working on in the lab. He’s going to pour it into his mist machine thing and 
somehow release it into the air. It’s supposed to turn everyone into chimeras.” 
She looked sorrowful. “I didn’t know he was going to do that—not until we got 
here. He... he told me he was doing good things. That he was working for the 
government and wanted to help people. And...” she looked at the ground. “He 
said you were the bad guys for trying to stop him.” She took in a shuddering 
breath. “I was sad and lonely and I believed him. And now it’s too late for me to 
escape. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to go home because of what I did.” 

“Ugh, Kelly,” said Mac. “Just... why?” 

Maria laid a hand on Mac’s arm and shook her head slightly. 

“We’ll talk about that later,” said Charlie’s mom firmly to Kelly. She sat 
back and looked sternly at her. “Just like always, we’ll do what we can to help 
you. It’s going to be okay.” 

Kelly hung her head. “I hope so.” 

“But now we have to stop a madman,” said Charlie. “Who’s with him?” 

“Cyke, Braun, Fang, and Morph,” said Kelly. “Are you going to try to go 
after him now?” 

“Absolutely,” said Charlie. She tested her leg, finding she could move it 
again, though it still hurt. She struggled to stand. “We don’t have a choice. We 
need to stop him before he destroys people’s lives. He could turn on that 
machine at any second.” She looked up as she realized Dr. Sharma had finished 
with Maria. “Are you all ready?” Charlie asked. “We can heal up on the way.” 

Maria and Mac looked at each other and nodded. 

Dr. Wilde looked like she was going to object, but then she just sighed and 
seemed like she wasn’t going to fight it. “You’re right. Let’s go,” she said. 
“Quinn, can you let Erica know what’s up? And tell Nubia we need her at the 
ferry dock. Where’s Charles?” 

“He’s coming,” said Dr. Sharma. “Jack’s staying behind with Erica to keep 
an eye on the prisoners and wait for the government people to show up.” 

Charlie turned to Kelly and studied her for a long moment. The girl had 
fought her. But she’d also saved her life. Maybe she could find a way to give her 
one more chance. “It’s hard to believe in you. You know?” 

Kelly bit her lip and her eyes welled up. She looked at the ground. “I know.” 

“But right now we could really use your help.” 

Kelly looked up at Charlie. “You mean it?” 

Charlie nodded and reached out a hand to help Kelly stand. “Come on.” 


CHAPTER 43 
A Moment Too Late 


They rode the ferry to the island, the kids standing anxiously on the deck with 
the wind in their faces. Dr. Jakande and Mr. Wilde joined the other adults a few 
paces away. 

“T want to apologize about Andy,” Kelly said. 

Charlie glanced at the girl. “Okay,” she prompted when Kelly didn’t actually 
apologize. “Go for it.” 

Kelly seemed momentarily flustered. “I’m . . . I’m sorry. I never meant to hit 
him. I felt terrible. These spikes . . .” She trailed off and looked down, though 
the ability wasn’t activated. Tears welled up in her eyes again. “They’ve caused 
me a lot of trouble.” 

“No kidding,” Mac said sarcastically. “Maybe you should, you know, stop 
using them.” 

“T want to.” Kelly turned away, stinging. “Once I’m out of this mess with Dr. 
Gray .. . this device is going back home with Dr. Sharma. I don’t want it.” A 
tear slipped down her cheek. She wiped it away hastily. “Is Andy okay?” she 
asked. 

Charlie’s expression softened slightly. “He’s fine. We were able to—” She 
stopped herself, not quite ready to give Kelly any information she could use 
against them, just in case. “He’s fine.” She hesitated. “Thanks for asking.” 

Kelly nodded. 

“So,” said Maria after an awkward silence, “what else can you tell us?” 

Kelly took a deep breath and let it out. “A lot, actually.” She looked up, 
catching Dr. Jakande’s eye, and beckoned the adults to come. The scientists, 
who’d given the kids some privacy to talk through their personal issues, gathered 
around. 

Kelly told them everything she could think of about what they’d been doing 
since she’d seen them last. She talked them through the new DNA that Cyke and 
Braun had received—the Komodo dragon for Cyke, which gave him more 
strength and a venomous bite, and the porcupine for Braun. 


“Are porcupine quills poisonous?” asked Maria warily. 

“No,” said Kelly. “But they’ll stick in your skin and they hurt like crazy.” 
She told them Cyke’s Komodo dragon venom was sure to be very dangerous, as 
it could kill prey in a short amount of time. “His fangs are pretty far back in his 
mouth, between his teeth. He looks different now too. You’ll see.” 

Charlie, Mac, and Maria listened carefully. Charlie took everything Kelly 
said with a bit of skepticism—she’d learned her lesson with Kelly too many 
times. Occasionally, as the boat took them farther and farther from the mainland, 
Charlie felt a tinge of worry. Was Kelly tricking them all right now into a trap on 
this island? Or was she luring them away from the real action? Charlie didn’t 
think so. Kelly seemed sincere in a different way this time—it was hard to 
explain. But Charlie kept her guard up. 

Kelly went on to tell them what to expect on the island—how they’d need to 
get to the statue at the top of the hill, which she believed was where Dr. Gray 
intended to disperse the formula into the air. 

“So he’s definitely introducing an aerosol,” murmured Dr. Sharma. “Starting 
with a test group—the inhabitants and visitors of the island.” She glanced at it 
looming before them. “I wonder how many people live here? Looking at the 
houses, I’d guess a couple hundred.” She scratched her head, then turned sharply 
toward Charlie’s mom. “Diana, do you have any face masks in your medical 
kit?” 

Mrs. Wilde searched through her kit and triumphantly pulled out a sealed 
package. “You never know when you’re going to run across an infectious 
disease,” she said with an anxious laugh. “There are only three masks in this 
pack, though.” 

“We’ll have to make do for the rest of us,” said Dr. Sharma. “We can use 
strips of cloth or whatever we can find to keep ourselves from breathing it in.” 

As the ferry neared the dock, Mrs. Wilde did a quick check of Charlie’s and 
Maria’s wounds. “Are you sure you two are up to this?” 

The girls nodded. The starfish powers were healing them. Maria took off the 
Mark Five and handed it to Charlie’s dad. “I’m good now,” she said. “Thanks.” 
She got her Mark Two from Mac and put it back on her wrist. 

The ferry workers tied up the boat. The team filed off. They took three taxis 
to the center of the island, where the statue entrance was. As they drove up to the 
attraction, Charlie stared out the window. Dozens of people were milling around, 
waiting to go up to the top of the statue. 

“That’s odd,” said Kelly, peering past her from the middle seat. “What are 
they waiting for? The other day we went right up.” 

At the base of the stairway, something caught Charlie’s eye. “Look,” she 


said quietly. “Bottom of the steps. It’s Morph.” 

“And Braun is in front of the elevator. Next to the stairs,” said Kelly, 
pointing him out. She shuddered, feeling suddenly sick. What would they do to 
her when they found out she was with Charlie again? 

“Maybe they’re stopping people from going up,” said Mr. Wilde, who was 
with them. Kelly looked closer. “People are taking pictures of them like they’re 
part of the attraction!” 

It was true. Neither soldier wore a mask, and Braun’s porcupine quills served 
as his shirt. 

Dr. Wilde muttered something under his breath. 

“We need to get up there now,” said Charlie, pressing her face against the 
window and craning to see the top of the statue. But it was a long way up. She 
glanced at her father, remembering his fear of heights. Mr. Wilde’s face was 
ashen. 

“You okay, Dad?” 

He waved off her concern and tried to smile. 

By the time the taxi came to a stop Charlie had unbuckled her seat belt and 
opened the door. She ran out, dodging to stay hidden behind tourists so Braun 
and Morph wouldn’t see her. Kelly and Dr. Wilde ran after her. Maria and Mac 
and Dr. Jakande followed from the next taxi. The other adults brought up the 
rear. 

Moments later they convened under the covered roof near the entrance, 
behind a large column so the soldiers wouldn’t be able to see them. 

“We think they’re stopping people from going up,” Charlie told the others. 
“So we’ll have to overpower them without causing all of these tourists to freak 
out.” 

“We’re taking the elevator, right?” asked Mac, peeking around the column. 

“T don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Kelly. “It opens up in plain sight of 
the balcony. We could be caught the second the door opens. It’ll take longer, but 
Pl bet they won’t be watching the stairs.” 

While the team discussed options for overtaking the soldiers, Mrs. Wilde 
doled out the surgical masks and some cloth bandage wraps from her kit so 
everyone could cover their noses and mouths in case Dr. Gray unleashed his 
formula into the air. 

Kelly refused to take anything. “I won’t be able to use my camouflage with 
something like that on.” She pointed to her waist bag. “I can hold this to my face 
in a pinch—it works like the suit.” 

Mrs. Wilde nodded. 

Kelly glanced at the soldiers. “They’re still in the same places. Do you want 


me to try to hypnotize them to let us through? People might think I’m weird but 
it shouldn’t cause alarm.” She seemed anxious to do something else that would 
prove she could be trusted. Charlie thought that was a good sign. 

“Don’t they already know about that ability?” asked Maria. “Won’t they just 
look away like Charlie and I did? Seems like it works better when people don’t 
expect it.” 

“Yeah, good point,” said Kelly, frowning. “They don’t know I’m with you 
now, though. I’m sure I can convince them that Dr. Gray is expecting me. 
They’ ll let me through.” 

“But there are two more soldiers somewhere—and Dr. Gray,” said Charlie, 
trying to be patient, but feeling her suspicions rise up yet again. “You can’t stop 
them alone. Besides . .. why weren’t you in on this plan? Why weren’t you here 
with them already?” 

Kelly looked away. “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Dr. Gray suspected Miko, 
Prowl, and I weren’t quite buying into it anymore. I mean, he tricked us. His real 
plan was completely different from what he’d told them all these years.” 

“Wait,” said Dr. Jakande. “Those two are suspicious of Gray too?” She gave 
Kelly a hard look. “That’s important to know.” 

“Yeah, we three are against all of this,” said Kelly. “I tried to tell Charlie 
earlier. We don’t think it’s right. Maybe one of the others overheard us 
grumbling about it and told Dr. Gray.” She thought back to the conversation in 
the kitchen, when Braun had come in. That was probably it. 

Dr. Jakande turned abruptly and whispered to Ms. Sabbith on her 
communication device, letting her know what they’d just found out about the 
two prisoners. “Question them,” she said. “Maybe they can help us.” 

Dr. Sharma regarded Kelly thoughtfully. “And maybe Gray is feeling so 
confident that he didn’t think he needed you for this. It wouldn’t be hard to just 
walk up and start the mist going without anybody noticing.” She hesitated, then 
said sharply, “Does Gray have any idea we’re in the area?” 

“T don’t think so,” said Kelly. “None of us had a clue. I still have no idea 
how you found us when the police haven’t. Yet.” 

“Anyway,” said Charlie, impatient to make a move, “we’re going to have to 
get messy here, I think, and worry about the tourists’ feelings later. Hopefully 
we can scare some of them back to the mainland where they’ll be safer.” She 
paused, then looked at the team. “Here’s what I think we should do: Kelly, 
you’ll go over there first and distract the guards. Dr. Jakande, Maria, and my dad 
can all climb up this post and get inside the statue through a second-floor 
window. Once they’re up, Mac and I will join Kelly and take out Braun and 
Morph.” She narrowed her eyes at Kelly. “And you’d better not mess this up on 


purpose, or all bets are off on us helping you get out of here.” 

Kelly nodded. “I know,” she said quietly. 

Charlie continued. “Mom, you and Dr. Sharma stay down here and try to get 
the people to clear the area. Keep them from coming upstairs.” She looked 
around. “Does that sound okay with everybody?” 

They all nodded. Dr. Jakande put her hand up to her earpiece and listened. 
Then she slid around the column and started taking photos of the soldiers. 

“What are you doing?” asked Charlie. 

“Sabbith just told me to—she wants evidence for Zimmerman in case we 
need to use the reversal devices before the team arrives.” 

“Oh. That’s smart.” Charlie glanced at her father, who looked even queasier 
than before in the taxi. “Are you going to make it, Dad? It’s just one floor up. 
You trained for this, right?” 

“T didn’t exactly have a lot of time,” he said weakly. “Or desire to use the 
gecko ability. I’m good with the others, but I’m just not sure about the whole 
climbing thing.” 

“Okay,” Charlie muttered, feeling bad for her father and a little annoyed. “If 
you’re more comfortable helping us with the goons down here, that’s cool.” 

“That feels better,” said Mr. Wilde, his fingers trembling slightly as he 
turned on his abilities. When he started making a strange chirping sound, Charlie 
reached over and turned off his night-vision ability. “Take your sunglasses off,” 
she said, shaking her head in mock disgust. 

Dr. Jakande hid a smile and refrained from comment, but she gave Maria a 
sly side-eye. Maria grinned back. Dr. Wilde put his glasses away. 

“Okay,” Charlie said. “Let’s get moving. We don’t have much time. Kelly, 
you’re up first. Get the guards to turn their backs to us and we’ll be there in a 
flash. Don’t try anything funny.” 

“I won't,” said Kelly, who was trying not to get irritated. What more could 
she do to prove herself? “I promise.” 

“Dr. Jakande and Maria, once you’re inside, just run up a few more floors— 
Pl catch up to you.” 

“Got it,” said the two. 

“Ready, everyone?” whispered Charlie. 

They all nodded. 

“Go.” 

Kelly turned without a word and slipped through the crowd to the bottom of 
the stairs, where the soldiers stood. She ran up to them, feigning breathlessness. 
“Hi, guys,” she said. “Sorry I’m late. Dr. Gray wants me stationed upstairs, I 
think.” She smiled and pushed past them, going up a few steps. 


Morph turned and stopped her. “He didn’t tell us you were coming,” she said 
suspiciously. 

From behind the pillar, Charlie signaled to the climbers. Maria changed into 
monkey form and Dr. Jakande switched into panther mode, and before the 
tourists could react to that strange sight, they leaped up and climbed the column. 
Reaching the overhang, they pulled themselves on top of it. 

People began to point and murmur. “Let’s go,” said Charlie. 

Mac clicked on his pangolin ability. Charlie charged out with Mac and her 
father behind her, pushing through the crowd toward Kelly. Both soldiers had 
their backs to them, talking to Kelly a couple steps above them. Kelly saw them 
coming. 

Charlie crashed into Morph, and the woman’s superclaw shot out in defense. 
Mac threw himself in the way to protect Charlie, taking the hit and falling to the 
floor hard but unhurt. Mr. Wilde flew head first into Morph’s stomach, throwing 
her off balance and pushing her into Braun’s quills. “Yeowch!” cried Morph. 

“Hey!” Braun shouted, confused. He grabbed Kelly’s arm, unsure if she was 
friend or foe. Kelly twisted and slammed her platypus spike into Braun, getting 
several of his quills stuck in her leg. She stifled a swear and yanked them out. 
Braun screamed in agony and let go of Kelly, then stumbled and turned his 
wrath on Mr. Wilde, who dodged. Charlie plowed into Morph again, while Mac 
got up and pushed Braun away from Kelly and Mr. Wilde. The spiky soldier 
stumbled and grabbed the railing for support. Mac pinned him there. 

Morph slipped into camouflage and tried to slink away. Charlie clicked on 
her infrared viper sensor and followed. She grabbed Morph’s deadly claw arm 
and pinned it down. Then Charlie lifted the camouflaged woman over her head. 
“Duck, Mac!” Charlie cried out, and he did. She spun Morph around and threw 
her hard at Braun, who couldn’t see her coming. Braun flipped over the stairway 
railing, and Morph landed on top of him, stuck fast. The woman yelled in pain, 
her camouflage fading fast. Braun’s quills were buried into her. 

Charlie rushed to the railing and looked down at them, cringing. The two 
would be tied up for a while. 

“Dad!” said Charlie, turning to see that he was fine and getting up. “Stay 
here and keep an eye on them. Tie them up if you can. If anybody else gets away 
from us and comes down the steps, clobber them!” 

Mr. Wilde looked energized now. “Got it!” He ran down the stairs and 
hopped over a short railing, landing next to the soldiers. Most of the crowd had 
scattered, but a few remained and were calling the police or getting the scene on 
video. 

Out on the walkway Dr. Sharma and Mrs. Wilde were trying to direct people 


to the ferries, but they were having trouble controlling the visitors, especially 
since they didn’t know enough Spanish to explain things. 

Charlie didn’t care about the police showing up this time. Or about videos 
surfacing. She and her team were going to take Dr. Gray down once and for all. 
If the police showed up, she’d take any help she could get. 

“Come on, Mac!” Charlie rushed up the stairs with Mac behind. He 
transformed into basilisk lizard at the first landing, but there was no keeping up 
with Charlie. Kelly, free of quills and ignoring the pain they’d caused, sprinted 
past Mac, but heard his labored breathing. She slowed down and looked back 
uncertainly, then waited and stuck with him while Charlie went on ahead. 

As Charlie ran up a few floors, she realized the statue was a little bit like a 
mall, only vertical rather than long and sprawling. It had shops on the lower 
floors and art everywhere and little balconies and lookout spots in between. It 
would be a fun place to explore . . . if she weren’t trying to stop the evilest 
person alive. 

She spotted Maria and Dr. Jakande and caught up to them. “Mac and Kelly 
are right behind. My dad is keeping the soldiers in check downstairs.” 

“We might need him later,” said Dr. Jakande. “All right if I tell him to 
disarm the bad guys with reversal devices and hand them over to the cops so he 
can join us?” 

Charlie frowned. “Do you think just having photos of them is enough, or 
should we leave them as physical proof for the government people?” 

“Erica decided to keep Miko and Prowl in chimera form as evidence,” said 
Dr. Jakande, “since those two are totally harmless and immobile after your bike 
rack hack. So we’ve got them as proof. Plus, Erica just told me they’re 
cooperating.” She caught her breath and added, “If it means anything to you, 
they told Sabbith that Kelly is legitimately on the right side of this.” 

“Well, that’s a relief,” said Charlie. “Unless they’re lying too.” 

“Charlie,” said Dr. Jakande, “I know you’ve had lots of doubts. About 
Kelly .. . and even about me. And you’ve had good reason to. But I think it’s 
time to trust her.” She paused, then put her hand on Charlie’s arm. “People 
change. I’m proof of that. I think . . . I think she wants to do the right thing, now 
that she’s figured out what it is.” 

Charlie frowned. “Maybe.” 

Dr. Jakande dropped her hand. “Anyway, back to your dad. Pd like to 
diffuse the situation down there for his sake. If those two recover, they could 
hurt him pretty badly.” 

“You’re right,” Charlie admitted. “I hadn’t thought about that.” She was 
grateful for Dr. Jakande’s help, and for her words. 


“PII talk to him.” Dr. Jakande spoke through her device, updating Dr. Wilde 
on the change of plans. 

As she did so, Mac and Kelly rounded the staircase. They paused for breath. 
Then they all ascended the next few flights together, until it became clear that 
Mac needed more rest. “Go on without me,” he said. “PI catch up.” 

“I can... carry you,” said Charlie, cringing. 

“Uh, no thanks,” said Mac. “We tried that once, remember? It didn’t go 
well.” 

“Tm staying with Mac,” said Maria. “Charlie, go see what’s happening!” 

Charlie looked distressed, but there was no time to waste. “All right. Do your 
best—you’re doing fine. I’m going on ahead.” She bounded up the next flights at 
top speed. 

Kelly and Dr. Jakande stayed together, tailing Charlie the best they could. 

Alone, Charlie neared the top. She stayed low and crept up the last flight. 
With each step she could see a little more of the vast upper floor. It was like a 
ballroom with marble floors and extravagant chandeliers. The ornate elevator 
stood closed on the left wall, and a few hallways branched off beyond it. Across 
the room Charlie could see a huge balcony outside glass doors. There was no 
one in sight. Then, on the balcony, Charlie spied Dr. Gray setting up a tripod. 
Next to him on the deck was the mist machine, a large cylinder of formula, and a 
small tube containing something similarly colored in it. Beside that were a small 
generator and a toolbox. 

Charlie checked the area for soldiers. Seeing none, she crossed the threshold 
of the top step and crept to the far side of the room, hoping to get a better look at 
what Gray was doing. Getting to her feet, she skittered across the open space and 
darted behind a sculpture near the door. 

Dr. Gray lifted the mist machine onto the tripod. He tightened the fasteners, 
then slid his fingers down the machine’s electrical cord and plugged it into the 
generator. Once he seemed satisfied with the placement of everything, he picked 
up the large cylinder of formula and began pouring it into a chamber. 

“Oh no,” muttered Charlie, her heart sinking. Serious emergency. Where was 
everyone? She couldn’t stop him alone. She glanced at her device, remembering 
what Ms. Sabbith had said. This was definitely an emergency—she needed help. 
She held her finger poised over the button, then pressed it, holding it down. She 
hoped it had worked. 

“Hearing you loud and clear, Charlie,” came Ms. Sabbith’s calm voice in her 
ear. “The others are nearby and I’m telling them you need help.” 

Charlie didn’t dare to make a sound. A moment later she heard a scuffling 
sound from across the room, but when she looked, no one was there. Wishful 


thinking, perhaps. She was still alone. 

When the large cylinder was empty, Dr. Gray set it down. He picked up the 
small beaker and put it in his lab coat pocket. Then he opened the toolbox and 
removed a remote control device. Leaving the mist machine in place, he slipped 
inside the glass door and stood just a few dozen feet from Charlie. 

The man turned to look at the contraption. The liquid inside shimmered in 
the sunlight. When the door closed, he lifted the remote and clicked it. 

Charlie gasped. What was he doing? The generator roared. The machine’s 
fan engaged. Then the mist began to siphon out through a makeshift tube. It shot 
high into the air, the tiny particles arching and flying with the wind. 

It was the ultimate chimera formula. And it was being dispersed into the air, 
like a flu virus, over the island. People wouldn’t know what was happening. But 
they’d be feeling some changes. Soon. 

“Nooo!” cried Charlie, abandoning her hiding place and running at the man. 
She had to stop the machine! Before Dr. Gray could turn around, Cyke and Fang 
appeared from one of the hallways. Seeing Charlie running at the doctor, they 
tore after her. But Charlie was faster. 

Feeling desperate, she dived at the man, knocking him to the floor. But 
before she could grab his remote control, Fang shot out in front of her, teeth 
bared. Suddenly the two soldiers were on her, pinning her to the cold floor. Then 
they picked her up by the arms. Her legs swung forward and she hung in the air 
between them. Fang hissed, his yellow irises glowing as he stared into her eyes. 

And still no one came. 


CHAPTER 44 
Island of Chaos 


“You again,” said Cyke. He sounded disgusted to see Charlie. His voice had 
taken on a strange high-pitched howl at the end of his sentences, and Charlie 
thought she caught a glimpse of a few needlelike fangs inside his mouth. 
“You're a little too late.” 

“And a little too weak,” said Fang. His tongue flickered. 

Cyke looked at Fang like he could barely tolerate him, but said nothing to 
him. “Are you okay, Dr. Gray?” 

“T think so.” Dr. Gray got to his feet and dusted off his pants. He checked his 
pockets and all seemed to be to his liking. Then he lifted his gaze to the intruder. 

Charlie struggled, trying to use her strength to escape, but dangling between 
them with their iron grip on her arms made it impossible to get any traction. 

“Just this one?” said Dr. Gray, stepping back slightly in disdain. He turned to 
check his masterpiece. “No doubt there are more coming.” The man sighed, but 
seemed strangely at peace now that his formula was being spread out into the air. 
“T thought we were through with them, but it doesn’t matter. They’re too late.” 
He turned fully to the glass door. “Come here, Charlie. I want you to see what 
I’ve done.” 

“You’re a monster!” yelled Charlie, unable to go anywhere in the soldiers’ 
grip. “Stop what you’re doing! It’s against . . . humanity!” Charlie was so 
impassioned she could barely find words. 

“Tt’s for humanity,” Dr. Gray insisted. “Your father’s been lying to you. And 
I’m not a monster yet. That’s next. In fact, let’s do it now before your friends 
come.” He reached into his lab coat pocket and pulled out a syringe and the 
small beaker full of formula. He held it up to the light. “Concentrated,” he said. 
“Watch this.” 

Charlie’s eyes widened. “I don’t want to watch!” she cried, though she 
couldn’t look away. She stopped struggling and felt Cyke’s grip relax a little. 
Where were the others? It had been stupid of her to rush at Dr. Gray without 
backup around. But seeing that chimera formula had made her throw all caution 


to the wind. If she could catch Cyke and Fang off guard she’d be strong enough 
to get loose. But she was trying to buy time so her friends would arrive. They 
had to be coming soon. 

“Put me down!” Charlie yelled as loudly as she could, trying to warn them 
that something was going on. Where were they? She couldn’t fight all three of 
these men alone. Especially if whatever was in that beaker would turn Dr. Gray 
into a chimera with all sorts of unknown abilities. 

Dr. Gray looked lovingly at the liquid. “I’ve put so much into this,” he said. 
“My whole life’s work for this moment.” He slipped off his lab coat and pushed 
the sleeve of his T-shirt up. Then he uncapped the beaker. He put the syringe 
inside and drew it full of the liquid. 

“Don’t do it!” Charlie begged. 

“You can’t stop me,” said Dr. Gray. Then he slid the needle into his arm and 
pushed the plunger until the liquid was gone. “It won’t be long now,” he said, 
satisfied. 

Charlie stared, half-devastated and half-dying to know what would happen. 
“Why didn’t you just stand out in that mist and inhale that stuff?” 

Dr. Gray looked at the small amount that remained in the beaker. He swirled 
it, shrugged, then drank it down. “Because my dose is special,” he said, dabbing 
his lips. “Incredibly powerful. As the new world leader, I need to be . . . obeyed. 
Forever, so to speak.” He closed his eyes. “Here it comes.” He began to smile as 
his body lines began to waver. He started to morph . . . into what, Charlie didn’t 
know. 

Fang’s jaw slacked. “This is amazing,” he said. 

Charlie watched in shock. Dr. Gray grew taller and bigger all around. His 
fingers became long, sharp claws like Prowl’s. His toes pushed through the tips 
of his shoes; claws there, too. Wings started to grow from his back. His mouth 
widened and his teeth became sharpened, reminding Charlie of Mega. He turned 
and peered at himself in the window’s reflection, and began to laugh. 

Charlie wasn’t sure of all the animals he’d put into his special formula, but 
they definitely looked powerful. And Gray was looking eager to use them. She 
began to wonder if her friends had all been captured somehow. Was she alone 
here with these monsters? She knew she shouldn’t look at the stairs, because that 
would give the soldiers a clue that she was expecting backup. But she couldn’t 
help it. She glanced. There was no one there. Her heart sank. 





Dr. Gray began to howl with laughter, like a wolf laughing at the moon. He 
was really losing it now. 

Suddenly Dr. Gray’s hair turned from gray to brown. His face lost its 
wrinkles. His hunched shoulders straightened and he became . . . almost boyish. 

“What’s happening to me?” he cried, his voice cracking and returning less 
deep than before. He looked down at himself. 

“You look like a young man, sir!” said Fang. He relaxed his grip, and 
Charlie slowly flexed her biceps to create more room for when she planned her 
escape. 

Dr. Gray had grown younger. “The jellyfish,” Charlie muttered under her 
breath. He had regenerated into a youthful version of himself. “Did you mean for 
that to happen with the immortal jellyfish?” Charlie asked, trying to catch him 
off guard. “Is that why you’re acting so . . . immature?” 

“Be quiet.” Dr. Gray growled at her and began to test out his other abilities. 
He hopped from one foot to another with a new spring in his step. Then he 
slammed his fist into a pillar and broke the tile. “Nice,” he muttered. 

Not nice, Charlie thought, eyes widening. Now there was really no way for 
her to beat all three of them. 

A flash of red appeared at the top of the stairs. Charlie’s viper vision picked 
up someone in camouflage sneaking toward them. Her heart surged. Kelly! But 
then she grew worried. What if it was Morph? She glanced toward the stairway 
again, and saw Dr. Jakande nearly flat against the steps like she was ready to 
pounce. When Charlie caught her eye, the woman nodded almost imperceptibly. 
She and Kelly were there, and hopefully Maria, too. And they were ready. 

It was now or never. With a wild yell, Charlie jerked her arms loose, then 
rammed her elbows backward with all her strength, hitting Cyke and Fang in the 
stomach. Then she flipped her fists up to catch them in the face. 

Fang struck out with his poisonous fangs, just grazing Charlie arm, but the 
suit stopped him from breaking the skin. She kicked him in the chin and whirled 
out of his reach, then leaped at Cyke, getting a better look at his face as they 
went down. Charlie could definitely see two long, thin needles inside his mouth. 
Two poisonous chimera soldiers at a time was two too many for Charlie. 

She saw Kelly on the move, heading fast toward Fang, who was struggling to 
get up. Charlie stuck with fighting Cyke, throwing punches at the side of his 
head when he tried to get up. Then he clocked her hard in the chin and she 
realized he now had Komodo-dragon-like claws instead of hands. No wonder 
he’d had such a sharp grip on her! 


Kelly, in camouflage mode and with her spikes extended, whirled around 
with her leg outstretched. She caught Fang in the hip. He yelped in surprise, 
looking all around to see what had hit him. Then he began howling in pain. He 
raked the air with his wolf claws, trying to find his camouflaged attacker. 

Dr. Gray noticed Cyke struggling under Charlie’s grasp. He came toward 
them with a beastly swagger. 

From the stairwell, Dr. Jakande saw her opportunity. She bounded forward 
and pounced on Dr. Gray’s back, sinking her claws into his new toughened skin. 
He yelled, surprised, and whirled around, slapping at her, trying to get her off 
him. Then he backed into a stone sculpture as hard as he could, flattening the 
panther woman and knocking the wind out of her. Her claws retracted and she 
slid to the ground, gasping. He turned around and looked at her. His face was 
filled with surprise, then became pained. “Zed,” he said. “You . . . came back.” 
He looked confused, then his face cleared and turned stony. “But not to help 
me.” He shook his head at her. “You joined them? How could you do that to 
me?” 

Dr. Jakande slowly got to her feet, trying to catch her breath and collect her 
wits so she could be prepared for whatever he’d do next. Then, impulsively, she 
tapped the communication button on her device so Ms. Sabbith would be able to 
hear the conversation. Perhaps she could get a confession from the man. 

“How could you do this? Try to turn everyone in the world into chimeras?” 
she asked him. “You’ve taken this way too far, Victor.” She hesitated. “And I 
think you know it, too.” 

“There’s no such thing as going too far to save humanity,” said Dr. Gray. 

“When you make everyone into animals, humanity loses! It’s a mistake!” 

“You’re wrong!” said Dr. Gray, his anger building. “If that’s what you 
believe, why did you come with me in the first place?” 

“Because back then your intentions were good.” Dr. Jakande tested her leg 
strength and prepared to pounce again. “Or at least that’s what you told us. But 
now...” She sighed, almost with regret. “Now you think you’re going to rule a 
world of obedient beasts. You hid it from me, but I know the truth about you. Do 
the other soldiers?” She stepped around him slowly. “Do you, Cyke? And, Fang? 
Do you know how badly Victor Gray has lost his way?” 

Dr. Gray exploded, tearing at the air and coming at her, ready to destroy her. 

Dr. Jakande dodged him. “Where are they all, Victor? Where are Prowl and 
Miko?” 

“They’re not to be trusted!” Dr. Gray roared, unable to help himself from 
responding. He went after Dr. Jakande again. “They don’t see the benefits of my 
plan. But Pll terminate them. Just like I’m about to terminate you!” 


Dr. Jakande tsked. “After all they’ve done for you, that’s how you reward 
them?” She glanced down to make sure her microphone was still on. Then the 
panther woman ran and sprang over Victor’s head, jumping out of reach. She 
climbed the wall and leaped, grabbed on to a chandelier, then dropped on top of 
him again, claws extended and sinking in. He shrieked and tried to wrestle her 
off him, but she was stuck fast. 

Finally Dr. Gray managed to get his own claws in Dr. Jakande. He ripped her 
off him and threw her over his head with all his newfound strength. Her body 
flew fast and smashed hard into the wall. She dropped to the floor, broken and 
still. The scientist stared at her for a moment in horror, like he couldn’t believe 
what he’d done. But then his face hardened. He whirled around accusingly and 
started toward the other fights. “You are the cause of this!” he roared when he 
saw Charlie still struggling with Cyke. “And you won’t make it out of here 
alive!” 

Charlie glared. 

Kelly, who’d just stabbed Fang again with poison, looked up and saw Dr. 
Gray acting crazy and going after Charlie. She left the soldier half-paralyzed and 
hissing, and struggled to her feet. She limped toward the doctor, checking her 
device as she went, and accidentally clicked off her camouflage. Kelly glanced 
up to see Dr. Gray staring at her. In a panic she turned her camo back on again, 
but it was too late. Before she could attack him, the man swung his arm out like 
a tree trunk and smacked it into her, sending her skittering across the room. 
“You’re a traitor too, Kelly?” he said in disgust. “After all I did for you? I saved 
you.” 

Kelly cowered and stifled a cry, her head spinning and her ear and face on 
fire. She crawled farther away, blending into the marble floor, but his narrowed 
eyes followed her. “You got me stuck in Mexico,” Kelly said, scrambling to 
think of something to say that would give her a few moments to recover. 
“And ... you broke your promise. You never gave me another ability like you 
said you would.” 

“T told you I would in time!” shouted Dr. Gray. “And that time would’ve 
been now—you’d have gotten the same amazing abilities as all my lovely new 
chimeras. Plus, I would have let you keep your bracelet.” He lowered his voice. 
“If only you’d been loyal. But I saw what you were doing. Braun was watching 
you. You and Miko whispering. Miko and Prowl sneaking around these last few 
weeks, talking about me behind my back. I knew at the end that I wouldn’t be 
able to trust any of you. And now, because of what you’ve done, I won’t give 
you the satisfaction of receiving these abilities I’ve worked my entire life to 
collect and refine. Because you don’t deserve them. Cyke,” he commanded, 


turning to the soldier, “this fight is to the death. Call in the others from 
downstairs.” 

Cyke blocked Charlie’s fist and cringed. “I’ve already tried. They’re not 
answering.” 

“If you’ve done something to my soldiers . . . ,? warned Dr. Gray. Before he 
could say what he’d do, Maria came charging at the scientist, werealligator mode 
deployed. She lunged at him and grabbed his arm in her mouth, chomping down 
hard. 

Dr. Gray howled and shook her off. He picked her up and drop kicked her 
down the flight of stairs. Then he turned back to Charlie. 

Charlie smashed her foot into Cyke’s chin, sending him reeling and flopping 
to the floor. “Go poison yourself!” she yelled. Then she saw Dr. Gray charging 
toward her. “Kelly! I need help!” Winded and bruised all over, Charlie wasn’t 
sure she could handle Dr. Gray and Cyke at the same time. But escape was a 
temporary option. Fingers tingling, she sprang for the wall and stuck to it, then 
climbed up out of reach of Dr. Gray. She caught her breath, then moved onto the 
ceiling and crawled so that she was above Dr. Gray’s head. She scaled down 
onto a chandelier and started swinging on it, then let go of one hand and foot so 
she was hanging, ready to kick him in the face if he got too close. 

Dr. Gray sprang at her. Charlie wasn’t expecting him to jump so well, and 
didn’t pull back in time. He grabbed onto her ankle and they hung there for a 
moment. Then he yanked her to the floor. Charlie hit hard. She lay still. 

Dr. Gray stumbled and lost his grip. He righted himself and charged at the 
unconscious girl. 

“T don’t think so!” From the stairwell, Mac appeared in full pangolin mode. 
He clanked toward the scuffle, sharp scales pivoted outward and claws bared. 
Mac plowed into the scientist and began spinning, slicing into the doctor with his 
sharp pangolin scales. 

Maria came hopping back up the stairs, in monkey mode this time. She 
climbed the banister and leaped for the chandeliers. Then swung from one to the 
next and slammed her feet into Dr. Gray’s chest, sending him reeling away from 
Charlie. Maria turned and headed toward Cyke. 

Mac noticed Dr. Jakande still on the floor in a heap, and ran to help her. 
Kelly reached Charlie, who was stirring. She took Kelly’s outstretched hand and 
pulled herself to her feet. Dr. Gray, Cyke, and Fang were all down—Fang was 
paralyzed by Kelly’s poison and seemingly out of the game. But Dr. Gray and 
Cyke were stirring. 

“We got this,” said Charlie to the others. She spat out a mouthful of blood. “I 
hope my teeth grow back or my mom’s gonna kill me.” 


“Look out,” warned Mac. “Cyke’s up.” 

“Not for long,” said Charlie, stepping toward him. Cyke lunged at her and 
she stuck her arm out, clotheslining him. He flipped and landed on his back. 
Charlie cracked her elbow into his face. 

“Nice one,” said Mac. 

But Charlie’s expression turned fearful as she stood up. “Oh crud,” she said, 
looking down at her arm. Cyke’s fangs had connected and sunk into Charlie’s 
skin. Her arm began to ache and swell. “No!” she cried as the venom pulsed 
through her. She kicked Cyke in the stomach with all her strength, sending him 
flying into the wall. Her friends chased after him to try to keep him down. 

Charlie couldn’t join them. She broke out into a cold sweat and bent over, 
feeling dizzy. The room began spinning. She couldn’t control her movements. 
She stumbled forward and went down to her hands and knees. She never saw Dr. 
Gray coming. 

When the man smashed his clawed foot into the side of her head, everything 
went black. 

Charlie lay on the floor, unable to move. Her head throbbed. Poison took 
over her body. In her altered state, Charlie pondered over Dr. Gray and his new 
abilities, still not sure what they all were. She tried to remember the one-liners 
and random facts that Ms. Sabbith had given them over the past few weeks about 
the animals they’d been seeking. 

Dr. Gray was just too powerful. Too strong for them—for anyone. She 
realized with a sinking heart that they could fight him forever, but he’d always 
be able to come back. There was no way to beat him. 

This battle, she realized, was useless. And it was only making Charlie and 
her friends weaker and more vulnerable. He was wearing them down. And they 
were falling into the trap. 

It was in this haze between life and death, in this paralyzed, dreamlike state 
caused by the poison, that Charlie remembered something Dr. Jakande had said. 
An idea began to form. 

Meanwhile, Maria, Mac, and Kelly grew weaker. They couldn’t keep up 
against Cyke and Dr. Gray. As if in a bubble, Charlie could hear a breathless Dr. 
Jakande using her communications device to summon help from the other 
scientists. All the while, Charlie’s starfish ability began to push the poison out of 
her body. And after a few minutes, Charlie could think a bit more clearly again. 
But she held on to her idea, hoping it was just crazy enough to work. 


CHAPTER 45 
Explosion 


Charlie opened her eyes and blinked. The noise from the fighting grew clearer. 
Her vision was back to normal. Her breath hitched as she realized the world 
hadn’t stopped with her. In fact, Dr. Gray was growing stronger as he learned 
how to use his chimera abilities. 

Charlie realized how backward the man’s thinking was. He talked about 
saving humanity, but his only purpose here, in the top of this giant statue, was to 
destroy Charlie and her friends. He was a monster, way more than any of them. 
Even more than Mega had become. And he was unstoppable. Unless .. . 

Charlie sat up and almost blacked out again. She steadied herself and looked 
around, seeing Maria swinging from a chandelier with her feet outstretched and 
speeding toward Cyke’s chest. And Mac, slamming his extended blades into Dr. 
Gray and clawing at him with his sharp pangolin claws. The man was injured 
and bleeding, but he was going strong. With a start, Charlie realized her dad had 
arrived and was in the fight now too, trying to use his strength to keep Dr. Gray 
from going after Dr. Jakande, who was still hurt and moving slowly. 

Dr. Gray loomed over Dr. Wilde. He jabbed at him, then snatched him up 
and tried tossing him down the stairwell. But Dr. Wilde grabbed onto Dr. Gray’s 
hair, yanking out handfuls of it. Dr. Gray cried out. 

Charlie couldn’t sit by. Her team needed her. She staggered to her feet as 
Maria let out a scream of pain. Her foot had been pierced by Cyke’s fangs. She 
dropped from the chandelier and crumpled to the ground. 

“Dad! Maria needs help!” Charlie cried out. “Hurry—she’s been poisoned by 
Cyke!” 

Charlie tried to think. Fighting Dr. Gray was a lost cause unless there was a 
way to destroy him. But she also had to keep him from destroying her friends. 
She stopped short of attacking when she noticed her mom sneaking up the stairs. 
Charlie turned sharply and went to her, crouching down. 

“What can I do?” Mrs. Wilde whispered. “How can I help?” 

“Sneak out to the balcony. Turn off the machine,” Charlie said, pointing to 


the door. “Use your mask! And .. . there’s a syringe on the floor somewhere 
near there. You’re going to need it.” She whispered some more instructions to 
her mother, who nodded. 

Dr. Gray looked furiously at Charlie. “Don’t you dare turn off my machine!” 
he bellowed at Mrs. Wilde. He shoved Kelly into Mac’s sharp scales, then ran at 
Charlie’s mom and slammed his foot into her throat, knocking her down a few 
steps. 

“Mom!” cried Charlie. “Are you okay?” 

“Tm fine!” Mrs. Wilde said, sounding not very fine. Charlie barreled into Dr. 
Gray, but he was like an iron statue and went nowhere. He shoved her to the 
ground easily. 

Charlie rebounded. She took a couple breaths, then wound up and slugged 
the man in the eye as hard as she could. He teetered and went down. For the 
moment, at least. She turned to find Cyke. Who could help her take him down? 
They couldn’t get Gray until Cyke was out. 

Maria was down with a Komodo dragon poison bite. Dr. Jakande still hadn’t 
recovered from being thrown into the wall. Charlie’s dad was helping Maria 
expel poison, so he didn’t have a device to use. Mac was rolled up into a 
pangolin ball while Cyke tried to pry him open. Determined to end the battle, 
Charlie spied Kelly and sidled up to her. “Listen. We have to take out Cyke for 
good, or there’s no winning this. My strength, your poison. Let’s do it.” 

Kelly, bruised and limping, wiped blood off her face and nodded. “I’m 
ready. You lead.” 

Charlie sneaked around Cyke’s back as he continued digging at Mac. Kelly 
followed her. Then, together, the two girls ran at him. Charlie leaped and 
grabbed him around the neck in a chokehold. She pulled him backward and 
slammed him on the ground. “Now!” 

Kelly swiveled and aimed her heel at him, but Cyke blocked her leg just in 
time. 

But he wasn’t prepared for Kelly’s other heel. She anticipated his block, and 
as she jumped up again, she switched legs in midair like some wild soccer 
goddess, and scored with her other heel, sinking it deep into his side. His fist 
connected with her stomach. 

Kelly grunted and flopped to the ground. Cyke let out a scream. And Dr. 
Gray came thundering over. 

Dr. Wilde looked up in alarm. He ran to get between Dr. Gray and the girls 
to keep the ogre from helping Cyke. Without a device, though, there wasn’t 
much Mr. Wilde could do. “Nubia! Mac! Help me keep him away from Cyke!” 

Mac peeked out of his rolled-up form, then scooted away and got up. 


“One more, Kelly!” Charlie shouted. She struggled as Cyke flopped on top 
of her, pinning her under him. Kelly moaned and rolled to her side. Then, with 
supreme effort, she finished the soldier off with another poison kick to the 
backside. 

Dr. Gray’s largest soldier flattened, his body writhing until the poison halted 
all movement. Only his screams remained. Mac and the two doctors kept Dr. 
Gray at bay. 

Charlie lifted the meaty soldier off herself and pushed him aside with a 
grunt. She staggered to her feet. “Kelly, are you okay?” The girl was still 
clutching her stomach. 

“Tjust...need to... catch my breath,” said Kelly. 

Now the team, minus Maria, faced the lone scientist, who appeared to grow 
even larger and more monstrous before their eyes. Everyone was injured and 
exhausted. Only Dr. Gray seemed energized. 

Charlie signaled to the others to hold back for a moment and catch their 
breath before rushing at the man as a team. She caught a glimpse of her mother, 
who’d stealthily slipped past the various fights, and had finally made it to the 
balcony. She unplugged the machine and the vaporizer fan blades stopped. Then 
Mrs. Wilde pulled the cylinder of formula out and crouched down next to it, 
using her body as a shield to hide what she was doing. She glanced over her 
shoulder occasionally as she worked, fear in her eyes. 

A moment later Mrs. Wilde slipped something into her pocket and put the 
cylinder back. Then she waited by the door, peering in, and watched for the right 
moment to come inside. Had she at least minimized the effect of the formula on 
the people below? Or was it already too late? 

Inside, Charlie, Mac, Kelly, and Dr. Jakande struggled to corner Dr. Gray. 
Finally out of danger, Mr. Wilde pulled out two reversal devices and ran over to 
Cyke. He slapped one on Cyke’s wrist, then moved on to Fang and did the same. 
The two soldiers morphed back into full human form, removing all indicators of 
their hybrid animals. 

Dr. Gray looked over the heads of his challengers and stared in shock. He 
wrenched away from them. “What? Charles! Stop ruining my soldiers!” 

Mac, Kelly, and Dr. Jakande struggled to contain him. Charlie pushed him 
back against the stair railing. “Hold him down!” she cried. She looked over at 
her father, waiting expectantly for him to come with a reversal bracelet. 

“You get this one, Charlie,” said Mr. Wilde. He tossed the remaining 
reversal bracelet to her. 

Charlie caught it. “Keep him still!” She opened the bracelet’s clasp and 
lunged for the man’s wrist. But Dr. Gray’s strength overpowered the others. 


Before she could snap the device around his wrist, he wrenched loose and 
slapped it away. It flew through the air, over the stair railing, clinking and 
clanking until they couldn’t hear it anymore. Then Dr. Gray plowed through 
them and went to see what had happened to his soldiers. 

“Are there any more?” asked Mac. 

“They’re downstairs with Dr. Sharma,” said Mr. Wilde. 

“TIl go after it,” Kelly said, panting. 

Charlie leaned over the railing but it was out of sight. “No, Kelly. Don’t 
waste your energy. He’ll just fight us off again.” Charlie turned away and said 
softly, “But there’s one more thing we can try.” 

From where the soldiers lay, Dr. Gray muttered incoherently, furious about 
the state of his soldiers. He turned sharply toward Kelly and Dr. Jakande. 
“You’ve set me back. But yov’ll never beat me.” 

“You’re probably right,” said Charlie before the others could answer. She 
walked toward him. “You’re invincible. Stronger than all of us put together. 
Right?” 

Dr. Gray narrowed his eyes at Charlie and took a step toward her. “Perhaps.” 

The others glanced uneasily at one another but stayed put, waiting for 
Charlie to direct them. 

“We should probably just give up right now if you’ve got that,” Charlie said. 
“There’s no way we can ever beat you.” 

Mac and Kelly exchanged a look. They could tell Charlie was bluffing. But 
why? What was she going to do? Was she just buying time to get stronger? Or 
was something else going on? 

“That’s the smartest thing that’s ever come out of your mouth,” snarled Dr. 
Gray. 

Charlie snorted. He didn’t know her. He was just trying to make her feel 
weak. She stayed where she was, and for the moment they were at a standoff. 
Charlie glanced at Maria. Was she conscious yet? They needed her. But more 
importantly in this moment, Charlie needed the Mark Five. 

Charlie continued asking Gray questions, and he, being vain, continued to 
answer them. Soon Maria was sitting up. When she saw everyone standing 
together, she staggered over to be with them. 

“T guess we’re at least going to try one last time to take you down, though,” 
Charlie finally said to the scientist. “So, maybe you could humor us.” 

“What? That’s ridiculous. Why should I?” 

“Get him!” cried Charlie. Everyone charged at him, weak though they were. 
But Dr. Gray wasn’t weak at all. He swung his fists, knocking Charlie and her 
friends left and right. They couldn’t get a good shot at him. 


It seemed like Charlie’s plans were quickly falling by the wayside. Their 
team had lost too much strength. And Dr. Gray was more than they could 
handle. 

Suddenly the door to the observation deck opened. 

“Not yet, Mom!” yelled Charlie, without looking. She and her team were 
falling. Failing. And she didn’t want her mom to get clobbered too. 

But Mrs. Wilde opened the doors wide. The room filled with a tremendous 
wind, and the sound of . . . flapping wings. Charlie whirled around and looked 
up to see Miko soaring in. Below her, along for the ride, was Prowl. 

Miko circled in the ballroom and dropped Prowl onto the evil scientist, 
knocking him back. Prowl sank his claws into the man’s chest and sent an 
electric shock through him. 

“Aaah!” cried Dr. Gray. “Miko! Prowl! What are you doing? Help me!” 

“Help yourself!” yelled Miko. “We heard what you said about us. Maybe it’s 
time to terminate YOU.” 

Dr. Gray stared, shaking and not comprehending. 

Charlie saw her chance. “Kelly,” she whispered, and nodded at the man. It 
was time for Charlie and Kelly to team up once more. 

They glanced at each other with a new understanding, and attacked together. 
Charlie held him down and Kelly slammed her poisonous spikes into him. He 
writhed and moaned, but couldn’t get up. Prowl added another electric shock for 
good measure. 

“Mom! Now!” cried Charlie. 

Mrs. Wilde came running over. She held a syringe in her hand, filled with 
the formula Dr. Gray had created for the masses. She sank the needle into Dr. 
Gray’s shoulder and depressed the plunger. 

“What on earth, Diana?” asked Dr. Jakande, alarmed. “Why are you making 
him stronger?” 

“She’s not!” said Charlie. “She’s trying to make him unstable!” Charlie knelt 
down. “Remember what you said that one time? Too much DNA could cause big 
problems. And I knew we needed a backup plan.” She watched Dr. Gray 
carefully. He didn’t seem to be any more unstable than before. “Hmm,” she said, 
growing worried. “Maybe it’s because it’s made up of the same DNA he already 
has. Maria, where’s the Mark Two?” 

Mr. Wilde dug it out of his pocket and handed it over. “Smart, Charlie,” he 
said. “Very smart. I think you’re onto something.” 

“If not, we’re in big trouble.” Charlie stuck Maria’s device on the man’s 
wrist and activated it. 

“We can call Dr. Sharma to bring up a reversal bracelet,” said Mac. 


“I don’t know if we’ll be able to hold him that long,” muttered Charlie as Dr. 
Gray continued to struggle free. “Let’s hope this works. Take your device off 
and stick it on him, Mac. Dr. Jakande, yours too!” 

They both hurried to do so, immediately transforming to their normal bodies. 
Dr. Gray began to squirm harder. His face reddened. 

“Something’s happening,” said Maria. “Charlie, here! Add this one!” She 
shoved the Mark Five at Charlie, who slapped it onto the scientist’s other arm, 
hoping the healing power wouldn’t work against them in this case. 

“What about yours?” suggested Mac. 

“Tt won’t work,” said Charlie, distressed. “It’s tied to my DNA.” 

“Use mine!” cried Kelly. She removed her device and gave it to Charlie. 

“Awesome,” Charlie muttered. She closed the device around Dr. Gray’s 
wrist and Kelly activated it. “Come on. Please.” 

Dr. Gray began groaning and shaking. His body shape started to change, 
turning to something like a big blobfish, but soon he took on the features of the 
animals from the other devices. He morphed from alligator to panther to 
monkey, all the while turning strange colors. Fur, claws, and tails sprouted on 
him, then receded. 

Miko and Prowl crouched nearby, watching, unable to believe their eyes as 
Dr. Gray began to swell and turn red. 

Suddenly Mr. Wilde shot to his feet. “Get back!” he said, waving everyone 
to move out of the way. “Take cover! Something’s happening.” He looked 
around the building frantically, then pointed to a wide, solid marble archway. 
“Stand under there and shield your heads!” 

“What?” cried Charlie. “Why?” But she and the others didn’t wait for an 
answer. They dived down the hallway under the giant arch. 

“Here it comes!” shouted Mr. Wilde, joining them. 

Miko spread her wings to protect them. The floor shook. Dr. Wilde’s eyes 
widened. “I think he’s going to—” 

Before he could finish his sentence, a huge explosion rocked the statue. Silt 
and hunks of plaster and rock rained down on them. 

Terrified, Charlie glanced up just as the archway began to crumble around 
the edges. The ceiling cracked and the posts splintered, and the wide marble arch 
came crashing down. Instinctively Charlie jumped up, arms outstretched, and 
caught it before it could crush them all. 

When the noise and crumbling stopped, Charlie gently moved the arch out of 
their way. The team began to pick through the rubble. They could see the sky in 
places where the roof had caved in. 

“Where’s Gray?” asked Dr. Jakande anxiously, looking around the area 


where they’d last seen him. “He didn’t escape, did he?” 

“Ah, nope,” said Prowl, sniffing everything. “He’s . . . everywhere. Blown 
into a zillion pieces. Eww.” 

“We need to get out of here before the whole statue crumbles,” said Mrs. 
Wilde. “Everybody take the stairs! Now!” 

“T can fly a few people down,” offered Miko. She looked at Maria and Mac. 
“How about it?” 

The two eyed Miko warily. “Aren’t you the bad guys?” asked Maria. 

“We didn’t mean to be,” said Miko with a shrug. 

Maria was skeptical, even though they’d helped save the day. She turned to 
Kelly. “Are these two all right?” 

Kelly caught Miko’s eye and smiled. “Yeah,” she said, sounding awfully 
pleased to be trusted. “They’re all right.” 

“We’ll see you down there,” said Charlie. She turned to Kelly. “Come on, 
I'll race you down.” She took off running. 

“Hey!” cried Kelly, about to say how unfair it was since Charlie still had her 
device. But Kelly could never turn down a challenge, especially one from a 
friend. She charged after her. And for a moment, in the midst of rubble and ruin, 
life felt normal again. 


CHAPTER 46 
The State of Things 


Charlie and her team gathered a short distance from the base of the statue. 
Surrounding the area were US government officials and Mexican police, all 
trying to figure out what was going on. Ms. Sabbith and Dr. Goldstein were 
there, too. 

Kelly stood uneasily to one side, eyeing the police. She had mixed feelings 
about being so close to them after what she’d done. Would she end up in jail 
when all of this was sorted out? At least they were busy with other things for the 
moment. 

Beyond them, tourists and locals alike who had become chimeras wandered 
around confused. Some of them were freaking out at their newly changed 
appearance, others trying to listen to the authorities to understand what had 
happened to them. 

Charlie’s jaw dropped when she saw them. There were hundreds of people 
affected by the mist—with claws and fur and scales, they all looked like a tamer 
version of Dr. Gray. Clearly their job wasn’t over yet. She left Maria, Mac, and 
Kelly, and went up to her father. “How many of those reversal devices do you 
have left?” Charlie whispered. “Did you get the ones back that you put on the 
soldiers upstairs before the place blew up?” 

“No,” he said. “But Dr. Sharma grabbed the one that Victor knocked down 
the stairwell, and she got the ones off Braun and Morph. Sabbith brought the 
rest, along with the remaining formula.” He rubbed his injured jaw thoughtfully. 
“So it'll take a while to change everyone back—but I’m so glad we have this 
solution.” 

“Yeah, thanks to Dr. Jakande for figuring it out,” said Charlie. “Without her, 
we’d be looking at a lot more trouble right now.” She gazed perplexed as the 
police began rounding up all the chimeras. Some of them refused to comply, but 
most went willingly once they realized the police were trying to help. “Let’s start 
changing them back so they can see it’s possible,” said Mr. Wilde. 

“And before they realize what kind of power they have,” said Charlie. 


“Things could get ugly really quickly.” 

“Dr. Sharma is talking to our government officials, trying to get permission 
to start,” said Mr. Wilde. “I think we’ll be okay.” He hesitated, thinking about it, 
then added, “Most people are decent when you get right down to it. Just because 
they’re infected with the chimera virus doesn’t mean they’ll do wrong with the 
new abilities. Maybe some of them would do what you and your friends did. 
Make things better. Use power for good. You know?” 

Charlie nodded. She believed that—it was like what they’d talked about with 
Maria. The alligator in her didn’t make her turn into something awful. She made 
her own choices. 

And even though Charlie had seen more people being evil than good with 
their abilities, there were also those like Dr. Jakande and Kelly, who’d tried that 
and turned back to doing the right thing. And Miko and Prowl, too. Charlie 
would have never expected them to help save the day, especially Prowl. She 
rubbed her shoulder where her most recent Prowl stabbing had been. The 
wounds were healed. 

She looked around for the two of them, but didn’t see their familiar hybrid 
outlines in the crowd. “Where are Prowl and Miko?” she asked, feeling 
immediately suspicious. 

“Dr. Jakande used the reversal devices on them once everyone made it out of 
the statue. And they, uh, got away before the police could get to them.” 

Charlie thought that seemed kind of sneaky, but she was glad after what 
they’d done to help put an end to Dr. Gray. Charlie hoped those two could get 
back to whatever they missed about their former lives. But she still had 
questions. “How did they escape from Ms. Sabbith? Didn’t you keep them in the 
restraints I made?” 

“We did. But Nubia was in touch with Erica several times, and they 
overheard Dr. Gray’s confession, where he basically condemned Prowl and 
Miko for not being loyal and suggested he’d terminate them. That didn’t go over 
well.” 

“That was smart for Dr. J. to keep her mike on during that.” 

“You bet it was. When we called for all hands on deck to fight, Prowl and 
Miko, who’d been totally cooperative since their capture, convinced Erica to let 
them help.” He paused in thought. “I’m not sure what they said to her, because 
Erica is a tough, savvy person and she’s great at telling when people are lying. 
But whatever it was, Erica let them go. She must have known they had really 
had a change of heart.” 

“Wow,” said Charlie. She was quiet for a moment, thinking over the events 
of the day, and recalled the water fight. “Don’t forget Mega is still in the lake 


somewhere,” she said. 

Her father nodded. “We’ll make sure everyone involved is accounted for. 
Miko said that Mega would be more than willing to have her animal powers 
reversed. She hadn’t expected to be stuck in water for the rest of her life.” 

“I don’t blame her,” said Charlie. 

Charlie went back to her friends to give them the scoop. She found the three 
of them leaning up against one another, looking like exhaustion had set in. Maria 
was still nursing her wounds. Thankfully she’d healed a lot before they’d lost the 
Mark Five in the explosion. 

Ms. Sabbith finished her conversation with the officials. She turned around 
abruptly and waved her hand in the air, then whistled sharply to call for silence. 
“Okay, scientists, we’re clear to get started treating the accidental chimeras. 
We’ll create a triage area here, and the police will oversee the line. Does anyone 
know where Gray’s remaining formula is?” 

“Tt got blown up with everything else,” said Mac. 

“We’ll make sure the officials use hazmat suits when they go back in,” said 
Ms. Sabbith. “And destroy any trace of it.” 

“Do you think they’ll ever find our devices?” Maria asked. “I kinda miss 
having mine.” 

“Well,” said Mac, “they were made of titanium, so they might have 
survived.” 

Kelly frowned. “I think I’m good without mine, but thanks.” 

“We’ll make sure we get those back, too, if they survived the explosion,” 
said Dr. Sharma, joining them. With her was a woman in uniform. The kids 
stood up, and Dr. Sharma introduced Captain Brenda Zimmerman, the one 
who’d been in charge of Project Chimera. The one who’d seen the footage of 
Charlie, Mac, and Maria, and who’d decided to act because of it. “I’m afraid 
we'll have to turn all of the devices over to the captain,” Dr. Sharma said. “They 
are government property, after all.” She glanced at Charlie. 

Charlie looked down at the Mark Six feeling a twinge of sadness. “Can I at 
least finish healing first?” she asked. 

“T think we can allow that,” said Captain Zimmerman with a smile. She 
turned to the group. “I want to thank you all for your work, especially you 
children. I’ve never had to say this before in my career, but I’m thrilled to be 
able to say it today: You literally saved the human race. We are extremely 
grateful for your service.” 

Charlie, Mac, Maria, and Kelly exchanged grins. It was weird having Kelly 
back with them, but it was good, too. She seemed like a changed person. Charlie 
hoped it would last. She also hoped Kelly wouldn’t get into too much trouble. 


Captain Zimmerman continued, glancing at Kelly. “And, if there were any 
issues you might have encountered in your travels while under the direction of 
Dr. Gray, consider yourself fully cleared of blame.” 

Kelly’s eyes widened. “You mean the...” 

“Yes, that,” said the captain firmly. 

Kelly sank to her haunches with a huge sigh and put a hand over her eyes. 
Her lip quivered. “Thank you,” she whispered. She blew out a breath and 
sniffed. When she took her hand away, her eyes were red-rimmed. “That means 
everything.” She rose again, then looked around self-consciously. 

Maria, Mac, and Charlie, exchanged looks, then they tackled Kelly, slinging 
their arms over her shoulders and patting her on the back. Kelly, still stunned, 
laughed for the first time in a long time. It felt like her smile might split her face 
right open. 

The scientists began working on the people of the island with the remaining 
few reversal devices, but Captain Zimmerman lingered with the four young 
heroes. “We’re thinking about reopening this project,” she said. “Despite what 
happened, I can see the good in it, and with the right people in place, I believe 
the outcome could be very different. I’m hoping our team of scientists here will 
stay on—their expertise is invaluable. And,” she said slyly, “perhaps you four 
will consider going into the sciences in college so you can help us with it 
someday.” 

Charlie blinked. She hadn’t given any thought to college—that was like a 
million years away. But she did sometimes picture herself one day working with 
her dad in a lab somewhere, doing good things together to make the world a 
better place to live. “Yeah,” she murmured. “I could see that happening.” But 
she wasn’t so sure about working on more devices like these. They seemed a 
little bit dangerous after everything they’d just gone through. 

Maria tapped her lips thoughtfully. “Maybe after my soccer career is over.” 
Then she shook her head. “Nah. I’ll probably become a chef. Cooking is kind of 
like science, though, if you really think about it.” 

“Tt is,” agreed the captain, who seemed delighted with the conversation. 

Mac was definitely intrigued. “I love animals,” he said. “So I’ll probably do 
it.” 

“Well,” said Kelly, “you can count me out. I’m going to be pretty busy being 
famous on Broadway now that my chimera internet fame is a no-go.” 

The woman laughed. “Whatever you decide, I hope you have some time to 
enjoy this beautiful city now that your work is done.” 

“T hope so too,” said Charlie. “We’ve worked hard this summer! We need a 
nice long vacation.” 


“Not so fast,” said Mrs. Wilde, picking up on the conversation from a few 
feet away. “I’m pretty sure we all have somewhere else we need to be.” 

Charlie looked confused, and her heart sank. “We do?” she lamented. She 
was tired of traveling for the first time in her life. “Now where?” 

“Home,” said her mother. “Seventh grade starts awfully soon. We need to 
get your school supplies, a new backpack, and get you some clothes that aren’t 
riddled with leopard-claw and shark-bite holes.” 

Charlie smiled. Home. It sounded so. . . normal. 


CHAPTER 47 
Back to... Normal? 


Not everything went smoothly. 

The team stayed in Mexico a few more days, making sure absolutely 
everyone who was affected by the virus had been located and treated. The 
scientists also helped the police and US officials determine if there was anything 
else dangerous inside the house that Dr. Gray and his soldiers had been living in. 

Cyke and Fang never made it out of the giant statue. Braun and Mega and 
Morph went to jail. Miko and Prowl successfully escaped. Kelly worried about 
them, but they didn’t hear anything from the duo. 

Nubia glanced up. “Charlie can try to reach Miko through the comm system 
in my suit,” she said. 

But Kelly shook her head. “Unless Miko stopped back at the house, she 
doesn’t have a suit with her. But Prowl might.” 

Charlie shuddered. “I'll leave that up to you, Dr. Jakande, once I give you 
your suit back.” 

They had other things to worry about, too. Like Kelly’s parents not 
remembering her. That was a conundrum. Without her Mark Four device, there 
was no way for Kelly to hypnotize her mom and dad into remembering they had 
an almost-thirteen-year-old daughter again. So Kelly moved in with Charlie’s 
family temporarily —and all the scientists agreed to stay around until the 
problem was solved. 

Going back home would be bittersweet for Kelly. Not because she loved the 
idea of living with Charlie, though it turned out not to be too bad—after a while 
it felt kind of like having a sister and brother. But going home meant she’d get 
stuck in the middle of her parents’ fighting again. It had been nice to be away 
from that for a while. Maybe things had calmed down between them by now. 
The Wildes assured Kelly that she always had a place in their house if she 
needed it. 


The first day of seventh grade went pretty well. Kelly had little trouble—she just 
told everybody she moved back. The hardest part for Kelly was talking in circles 


around her whole “fame” incident back in the spring, when she’d used her 
camouflage on live TV. She began to wish she had her Mark Four back so she 
could hypnotize everyone to forget it had ever happened. 

But all of that trouble was worth it when she got to audition for Mr. 
Anderson again. She nailed her performance and Charlie told Kelly afterward 
that the hope on Mr. Anderson’s face was magical. 

After dinner that first day, everyone somehow ended up at the Wildes’ 
house. Charlie and her friends and the scientists had bonded so much over the 
summer. They’d had lots of laughs. And they’d been through so many harrowing 
experiences and special moments together that it just seemed right to share their 
stories of their first day of school like they were one big family. 





When there was a lull in the conversation, something came to Charlie’s mind 
that she’d been meaning to ask the scientists for days. “That government 
official,” she began, “Captain Zimmerman. Remember her?” 

The scientists laughed and nodded. How could they forget? 

“She said something about continuing Project Chimera. Did she ever talk to 
you about that?” 

“She did,” said Dr. Sharma. “She asked us all to stay on the project.” 

Charlie looked concerned. “I hope you said no,” she blurted out. The more 
she’d thought about the situation over the past week, the more she felt like it was 
a terrible idea. 

“Yeah!” agreed Maria and Mac vehemently. 

“A big fat no,” said Kelly. 

“What?” said Andy, crestfallen. “Before I even get my chance to be a 
superhero? That wouldn’t be fair.” 

Charlie and her friends explained passionately to Andy about why it was 
such a bad idea. 

The scientists seemed amused by the kids’ strong reactions. Mr. Wilde put 
his hands up. “Everybody, hold on,” he said. “We came up with a good idea.” 

The kids stopped talking and looked at the scientists. “What did you tell 
them?” asked Charlie. 

“We convinced them that Project Chimera, as we knew it, should be shut 
down for all the reasons you’re mentioning,” said Dr. Sharma. She glanced at 
Mrs. Wilde, who wore a small smile and seemed to be brimming with a secret. 
“But there was one aspect of the project that we felt was not only redeemable, 
but could change the world—for the better.” 

Charlie looked at her mom, then back at Dr. Sharma, then at her mom again. 
And she thought she knew the answer. 

Maria leaned forward. “What is it?” 

“The healing,” said Charlie. “Right?” 

Mrs. Wilde nodded. “How did you guess?” 

“T remember when I first told you about the healing power,” Charlie said, 
“and you said how wonderful it would be if emergency rooms everywhere had 
access to that. It would change the world.” 

“That’s right,” said Mrs. Wilde. “It’s been on my mind since then. So we 
pitched them this idea of a new project to create a device that would not only 
heal physical wounds like the Mark Five and Six could do, but maybe one day 
our scientists would come up with a way to cure diseases.” Her eyes shone. “The 


possibilities are incredible.” 

“And we’d be working on our own terms,” Dr. Sharma added. “Doing what 
we love.” 

As Charlie and her friends imagined what that could mean for their lives, 
their futures, they began to talk about how amazing it could be for the world. 

“There’s just one issue,” said Dr. Goldstein, straight-faced. 

“What is it?” Charlie asked, narrowing her eyes. Was that a hint of teasing in 
his voice? She couldn’t tell. 

“Talos Global’s lab is in Chicago. You have to move back.” 

Charlie felt the blood drain from her face as Mac, Maria, and Kelly erupted 
into arguments. Then Charlie saw the gleam in Dr. Goldstein’s eye. “Wait, wait, 
everybody wait. You’re just kidding, right?” 

“Yeah,” he said, apologetically. “Sorry—that got a bigger reaction than I 
envisioned. The truth is Dr. Sharma and I are thinking it would be more fun to 
move the lab out here and create the southwest branch of Talos Global. Does 
that sound better?” 

Charlie sighed deeply and the others relaxed. “Much better.” She hadn’t 
realized until this moment just how much she loved living here now. She 
couldn’t imagine going back. “I want to be with my friends—these friends— 
forever. As long as I live.” 

“Agree!” said Maria, and she echoed, “For as long as we all live!” 

“Yeah!” said Mac. 

Kelly narrowed her eyes craftily. “Hey, that gives me an idea. Remember 
that immortal jellyfish?” 

The other three and the scientists looked at her in alarm. “NO!” everyone 
cried in unison, then they all broke down in laughter. Being immortal was quite 
possibly the worst. Idea. Ever. Sometimes it seemed like animals could be just a 
little too amazing. 
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CHAPTER 1: 
The Ultimate Threat 


D.. Victor Gray held out the photo of young Charlie Wilde. In it she was 
scaling the side of a burning house like a lizard. She wore a silver bracelet 
on her arm. Victor tilted his head at the girl’s father, who was tied to a chair. 
“No sense playing innocent, Charles. I suspect you know full well that your 
daughter has been using your Mark Five. I’m not an idiot.” 

“Where did you get that photo?” With a surge of fury Dr. Charles Wilde 
lunged at his former friend, nearly knocking into the unconscious biologist, 
Dr. Jack Goldstein, who was tied up in a chair next to him. He lost his 
balance and tipped over, landing hard on his side on the floor. “What have 
you done with her?” He struggled, completely unable to do anything but 
wriggle helplessly. Pain seared through his shoulder, which had taken the 
brunt of the fall. “Give me that! This is blackmail!” 

Dr. Gray watched him curiously with a bit of sympathy. A strange look 
crossed his face. “You’re starting to convince me, actually,” he mused. 
“Either you’ve been taking acting lessons or you really didn’t know. Hmm.” 
He tapped his lips with the corner of the photo. “I’m surprised you’d be that 
careless with such a powerful device.” 

“I told you I don’t know what you’re talking about,” sputtered Charles. 
His face burned. Years had gone by since he’d spared a thought about 
Victor Gray, and he could hardly believe he was sitting here, tied up, like 
this. Decade-old memories of his job at Talos Global, working on Project 
Chimera, had come screeching to the forefront of his mind ever since the 
soldiers had abducted him earlier that day. Reminders of Victor returned, 
too—how his personality had seemed to change as their work had 
progressed. It had been hard to pinpoint exactly what it was about Victor 
that had become troublesome. Perhaps it had been his growing obsession 


with the project or his irrational overreaction when the government shut it 
down. 

Charles hadn’t been alone in his concerns. Two of the other scientists 
had noticed that Gray was coming unglued, too. They’d considered 
reporting him, but Gray hadn’t actually done anything wrong. Instead, the 
scientists had decided to stay in touch. They’d put together an emergency 
contact plan, just in case they learned of any strange behavior from Dr. 
Gray—or in case anything more serious ever happened. But nothing had, 
and the three scientists eventually got busy with their lives, lost touch, and 
forgot about Victor. 

Now Dr. Gray seemed truly unhinged. He called to a couple of his 
soldiers, and they came quickly. “Pick him up, will you?” 

While the soldiers acted on his order and righted the chair with Charles 
in it, another one approached. “The other two teams have arrived,” he said. 
Dr. Gray beckoned him closer, and the soldier whispered something in 
Gray’s ear. 

Gray reared back. “They failed? Both of them? Against children? 
I’m... shocked.” 

“And ... it seems the kids may have taken the three devices we had 
retained.” 

Charles watched them, confused. Children? Three devices? Was he 
talking about Charlie again? What was going on? 

Dr. Gray stood rigid, angry, staring at the soldier, who shrank back as if 
he hoped the doctor wouldn’t strike out. Had Victor become violent, too? 
But after a moment he turned sharply and paced to the other side of the 
desk. He pinched the bridge of his nose thoughtfully. “I don’t need any of 
the bracelets,” he muttered. “I have something even better now.” Then he 
shrugged and said icily to Charles, “It appears your daughter got away from 
my soldiers. I imagine your wife knows by now that you’ve disappeared.” 

Charles, bewildered and red-faced, looked like all the veins in his neck 
were about to explode. “Leave my family alone,” he warned through gritted 
teeth. 

Dr. Gray turned his head slowly to look at Charles and Dr. Goldstein 
next to him. “If you agree to help me, I will,” he said patronizingly. “It’s 
very simple, Doctor.” 


“Help you with what?” Charles hated asking it. It made him feel weak. 
But he wouldn’t sacrifice his family for anything. “What on earth are you 
trying to do?” 

“T need you to build a new device,” he said. “If you can convince Jack 
to help, all the better. Maybe he’ll feel sorry for you—if he ever wakes up, 
that is.” 

Charles let out a frustrated sigh. “Why are you doing this? The 
government shut down this project for a reason, Victor. It was too risky. 
And now you’ve ruined these people. For God’s sake, look at them! When 
the government discovers this, how are you going to explain that you’ve 
continued Project Chimera on your own? Have you lost your mind?” 

“T won’t be discovered until it’s too late for anyone to stop me,” said Dr. 
Gray coolly. “Besides, I think it’s the perfect solution.” 

“Solution to what?” asked Charles. 

Dr. Gray blinked at him, as if he thought the answer was obvious. 
“Solution to the threat of human extinction.” 

Charles’s eyes widened. “What on earth are you talking about?” 

“The idea behind Project Chimera was a good one—I believed in it 
wholeheartedly. And now that I’ve been successful making these hybrids, I 
want to pursue the direction you were headed in with your device by giving 
my soldiers powers from multiple animals.” 

Charles was completely bewildered. “B-b-but the project was shut down 
—it’s too dangerous! Why are you doing this?” 

Dr. Gray continued, growing impassioned while explaining his plan. 
“We need a stronger hybrid race to jump-start evolution. That’s what we’re 
setting out to do here. That’s why I need you.” He gazed at the largest 
soldier in the room, then turned sharply toward Charles. “So. Will you work 
with me to create a new device? Or do I send my soldiers after the bracelet 
on your daughter’s arm again and do this myself while you sit here with 
Jack? The lab is just down the hall, and the choice is yours.” 

Dr. Wilde clenched his jaw and tried to breathe. Gray sounded like a 
psychopath—he had grown so much worse. The options he had given... 
obviously neither was acceptable. Charles glanced at Jack, ragged and half- 
starved for refusing to help. He’d do the same if he didn’t have his family to 
worry about. The soldiers had already messed with Charlie. Was she 


panicking? Would Diana remember what he’d told her all those years ago? 
Would she know what to do? He held out little hope. It had been too long. 

He closed his eyes in defeat. There was no way in the world he could let 
those thugs go after Charlie again if he could do anything within his power 
to stop them. There wasn’t a choice to make—it was already made. Now all 
he could do was stall for time. 

“Charles?” Victor prompted, interrupting his thoughts. “What is your 
decision?” 

Dr. Wilde could see no way to get out of this—not at the moment, 
anyway. “If I say yes, you need to take care of Jack immediately. He’s no 
use to us in that condition. And .. . the job will go faster with two of us.” 
He stared grimly at the floor. 

“Cyke will make that happen,” said Dr. Gray. He nodded slightly to the 
large soldier. “Take care of Goldstein.” 

“Of course,” said Cyke. 

“And keep your soldiers away from my family,” warned Charles. 

“T told you I will.” He narrowed his eyes. “But if they cause trouble, all 
bets are off. Do we have a deal or not?” 

Charles blew out a resigned breath. There was no other way. “All right,” 
he said. “Take me to the lab.” 

Dr. Gray seemed pleased. “I will,” he said, pulling a cell phone from his 
pocket. “But first, let’s make a little call to ensure everything will go as 
planned.” 


CHAPTER 2 
The Scene of the Crime 


Charlie Wilde expelled a breath of relief when her mother pulled up to the 
curb at Andy’s school. “There’s Mom! Come on.” She and her brother 
sprinted to the car and got in. Charlie flung her arms around her mother’s 
neck. Andy leaned in from the backseat and hugged them both. 

Mrs. Wilde held her children tightly. “Are you all right?” she asked. She 
drew back a little so she could see their faces. Andy was crying. 

Charlie’s lashes were wet. Her stomach was in knots. “We’re okay, 
Mom,” she said. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 

“So am I,” Mrs. Wilde said, her face filled with emotion. 

“Pm scared,” said Andy in a small voice. “What are we going to do 
about Dad?” Andy’s earlier annoyance with his father for not picking him 
up on time had quickly turned to fear when Charlie revealed that someone 
had broken into their house and abducted him. 

“We’re going to figure this out,” their mom said, “and everything’s 
going to be okay.” Diana Wilde’s voice was firm and reassuring—the kids 
could always count on their emergency room doctor mom for that in 
stressful times. “So let’s not panic quite yet.” But she couldn’t hide the 
worry in her eyes. 

Charlie nodded and let out a held breath. “Okay. No panicking.” She 
released her grip. Her mother’s presence provided some relief—at least 
three out of the four of them were together and safe. But she didn’t feel any 
better about her father’s situation. She’d seen how bad the house had 
looked, especially his office. They had to find him. 

Charlie settled into her seat and closed the car door so they could get 
moving. Andy sat down too and put his seat belt on. He wiped his eyes on 
his shirtsleeve and sniffed. 





“This could all be a big misunderstanding,” Mrs. Wilde said as she put 
the car in gear and pulled away from the curb. She started driving quickly 
toward home. “Charlie, are you positive Dad didn’t just walk to the Summit 
soccer field for your game? Maybe he didn’t get your text message about it 
being canceled. Or maybe he took the bus to do some errands, and he just 
left the house a mess and accidentally forgot his phone at home?” Her 
phone rested in the console cup holder—no doubt she’d tried calling him 
too. 

“I’m sure. Dad’s phone was smashed to pieces.” Tears sprang to 
Charlie’s eyes again, and she choked up. Hadn’t her mom been listening? 
“Don’t you believe me? I’m not exaggerating. His office was totally 
trashed.” 

“Oh, Charlie—of course I believe you. I’m just trying to .. . I don’t 
know . . . process all of this. And I’m so sorry you had to face that alone. 
That must’ve been very frightening.” She punched the gas pedal and the car 
roared through a yellow light. “Tell me everything from the beginning.” 

The question made Charlie hesitate, feeling a little guilty. The 
beginning? Which beginning? There had been a lot of shocking and unusual 
events recently that she had been keeping secret from her family, and she 
didn’t know how to start explaining them all. Besides that, she didn’t 
understand half of what was going on. Charlie knew that strange soldiers in 
black bodysuits were after her . . . and her bracelet. They’d broken into 
Maria’s house and kidnapped Mac—though luckily Charlie and Maria and 
Kelly had found him in the soldiers’ warehouse and rescued him. But the 
soldiers were after Dad, too. And that’s the part she didn’t quite understand. 
What exactly was his connection to them and the bracelet? There were 
several pieces to the puzzle floating around in her brain, but she hadn’t yet 
had the time to put them together. 

Charlie pushed up her sweatshirt sleeve and peeked at the silver device, 
which she’d found in a mysterious package with her name on it. The sleek 
Chimera Mark Five gave her five different animal powers and basically 
turned her into a superhero when necessary. Unfortunately it was also stuck 
on her wrist, and she couldn’t remove it no matter how hard she’d tried. 
And it was somehow at the root of all the horrible things that had happened 
in the past twenty-four hours. But suddenly trying to explain to her 
pragmatic, no-nonsense mother the powers it gave her—the speed of a 


cheetah, the strength of an elephant, the healing ability of a starfish, the 
climbing skills of a gecko, and the night vision of a bat—seemed 
completely overwhelming, not to mention how ridiculous it would sound to 
anyone who hadn’t experienced them. The thought of explaining the 
soldiers, like the leopard man with fur growing on his face . . . And the 
Project Chimera folder . .. And the envelope with the Talos Global logo on 
it, which was the company her father used to work for, and the top secret 
papers inside, at least one of which had her father’s name on it. . .. Where 
exactly was the beginning of a tale like that? Charlie’s throat felt tight and 
numb, and she could hardly concentrate on any of it with her father missing. 
Abducted. The soldiers had gotten to him. 

But she had to say something. Charlie collected her thoughts and 
decided to start with the most recent events, from the time she’d headed 
home after rescuing Mac and fighting the soldiers in the warehouse. “Well,” 
she began, “I came up the street and saw Jessie running around the yard, 
barking her head off. Big Kitty was crouching under the bushes near the 
front door, which was open. So I ran inside—” 

Andy interrupted, sounding anxious. “You probably should’ve gone to a 
neighbor.” Both children had been taught plenty of rules about what to do in 
an emergency, not only from their parents but also from classes at the local 
Y in Chicago, where they’d lived before their recent move to Arizona. 

“Yeah, I know, but I wasn’t exactly thinking straight,” explained 
Charlie. “I’d been trying to call Dad for a while, so I was already worried.” 

“Me too,” said Andy. His voice hitched. “Is he going to be okay?” 

“We’re trying to figure that out right now, sweetie,” their mom said. 
“Keep going, Charlie.” 

“T went inside,” Charlie repeated. “Stuff was knocked over and thrown 
everywhere. I called for Dad and rushed to his office. It was totally 
ransacked. His cell phone was on the floor in pieces, and he was gone. So I 
ran straight to Andy’s school and called you. Did you talk to the police?” 

“Not yet.” Mrs. Wilde put her hand on her phone, then frowned and 
pulled away. She glanced at Charlie. “What do you mean, you ran to 
Andy’s school? From home?” 

Charlie froze. Her cheetah ability on her bracelet had activated, 
allowing her to run at a speed of seventy miles per hour. She’d gotten there 
quickly, but a normal kid might take forty-five minutes to go that far on 


foot. Her mom didn’t know Charlie was abnormal as long as this bracelet 
was stuck on her. “Um, yeah. I mean, I was scared. I guess my adrenaline 
really kicked in.” 

From the backseat Andy was straining forward against his seat belt so 
he could hear everything. “Did you put the pets back in the house?” 

“Yeah, buddy. Of course I did,” said Charlie over her shoulder. She 
turned back to her mother. “Why haven’t you called the police?” 

Mrs. Wilde turned down their street and gunned toward their driveway. 
“I just . . . I wanted to see what we’re dealing with first.” 

Charlie stared at her. “So you actually don’t believe me. And now we’re 
wasting time that we could use to find Dad!” It wasn’t as though Charlie 
wanted the police to come, because she’d probably have to tell them about 
the bracelet. But that didn’t matter now. This was serious. It was life or 
death! Why would her mother wait to call them? 

“Charlie, trust me. I know you wouldn’t lie about something like this,” 
Mrs. Wilde said firmly. “It’s just . . . there’s something . . . strange... .” She 
shook her head slightly and parked the car in the driveway. As she turned 
the engine off, her cell phone buzzed. All three of them stared at it in the 
cup holder, as if expecting to see Charles’s name appear as the caller, even 
though they knew his phone was smashed. But instead of a name or 
number, the screen read “Private.” 

It buzzed a second time, and Charlie and her mother looked at each 
other, alarmed. Then Mrs. Wilde picked up the phone. “Hello?” 

A man’s voice came through, loud enough for Charlie and Andy to hear 
in the silent car. “Diana, this is a friend of your husband’s. He has 
something he’d like to tell you.” 

Andy clapped his hands over his mouth. Charlie gasped and leaned 
closer to her mother, eyes wide. 

“Diana,” said Charlie’s father. His voice sounded shaky. 

“Charles!” cried Mrs. Wilde. “What’s happening? Where are you?” 

“Listen to me, Diana. Have you called the police?” 

“No, not yet—I just—” 

“Good. Don’t call them. Okay? If you don’t call them, Pll be okay. Pl 
be safe.” 

Diana frowned. “But—who? Where?” 





“PII be safe,” Mr. Wilde repeated. “And they’ ll leave you alone. Okay? 
Don’t call the police.” 

“But Dad!” Charlie cried, unable to stop herself. “Where are you? When 
are you coming home?” 

“Charlie,” Mr. Wilde said, and she could hear the relief in his voice. 
“Thank God.” But he didn’t answer any of their questions. Instead he 
grunted like somebody was hurting him and said again, more urgently, 
“Diana, do you understand?” 

Mrs. Wilde held her hand up to keep Charlie from saying anything 
more. “Okay,” she said, frustration apparent in her voice. The expression on 
her face was full of anguish. “Where are you?” she repeated. “Hello?” But 
then she lowered the phone and looked at the kids. “They hung up.” 

“Call him back!” said Andy. 

“She can’t,” said Charlie. “It was private. They blocked the number.” 

Charlie’s mom sat in stunned silence for a second, then shook her head, 
as if trying to comprehend what was happening. “Come on, kids.” She got 
out and strode quickly to the door with Andy and Charlie right behind. 

The three weaved through the house, gasping and exclaiming as they 
looked at the destruction. Some of the furniture was overturned, stuff had 
been flung out of cupboards and drawers, even the TV in the living room 
was smashed. “I told you,” said Charlie, slipping in front of her mother and 
grabbing her hand. “Come with me. You’ve got to see this.” She headed to 
her father’s office. 

“Whoa,” said Andy, taking it in. He looked like he might start crying 
again. 

Mrs. Wilde stared at the disaster in the office. Her hand fluttered to her 
throat. “Oh my word,” she murmured. She took a few cautious steps toward 
the stacks of Talos Global boxes that had been torn apart, contents stolen. A 
few loose wires and cords lay across the desk and on the floor—the 
computer they’d been attached to was gone, too. She let a fearful breath 
escape. “Oh, Charles. Who did this?” She pushed her hair back, looking 
dazed, and puzzled over the mostly empty Talos Global boxes. “Who on 
earth would want . . . ?” she murmured, and then her eyes widened. “No. 
Could it be? After all these years?” 

“What are you talking about?” asked Charlie. 


Mrs. Wilde slid one of the empty boxes aside. She didn’t seem to hear 
Charlie. Then she quickly moved the others, finding only a few remaining 
files of the dozens that had once been contained inside. 

Charlie looked at a sheet of paper that had slipped out of one of the 
folders and lay on the floor. It had her dad’s old company logo on it, like the 
paper she’d seen in the envelope she’d grabbed from the warehouse. 
Suddenly Charlie felt sick. She broke out in a cold sweat as she thought 
about the phone call. The soldiers. And the connection to Talos Global. 
What did her father have to do with those thugs? Where were they? And 
what were they doing to him now? 

Mrs. Wilde knelt and continued riffling through the remaining items. 
Then she stopped and stood up straight, turning to look wildly around the 
room. “Where... ?” she murmured, her face more frantic than Charlie had 
ever seen it before. Then Mrs. Wilde’s eyes alighted on the broken cell 
phone. She reached for it. It fell apart in her hand. 

“Mom!” said Andy, his anxiety level clear on his face. “What are you 
doing?” 

Instead of answering him Mrs. Wilde looked up. “Safe,” she murmured. 
“Yes. He said it right to me.” Her gaze landed on the closet, and she dashed 
over to it. 

“Mom,” Charlie said urgently. “What’s going on?” 

“Kids, please,” Mrs. Wilde replied, distracted. “Just give me a minute. I 
need to think this through.” She flung open the closet door and stepped 
inside, then dropped to the floor, where a safe was bolted down. It appeared 
untouched by the intruders. Mrs. Wilde muttered under her breath, focusing 
on the dial lock. “What’s the combination?” 

Charlie and Andy exchanged a confused glance, and Andy sidled over 
to his sister. She put her hand on his shoulder to offer some reassurance. It 
was all she could think to do. 

Momentarily halted, Mrs. Wilde turned and saw her children standing 
together, staring at her. She opened her mouth, then closed it. Then she said, 
“I can’t explain now. You have to trust me.” 

“What are you looking for?” said Charlie. 

Mom looked from one child to the other and pushed back a lock of hair 
that had fallen onto her face. “I . . . You have to understand there’s 
something more going on here. It’s .. . This might be something your father 


warned me a long time ago could happen. And it never did, and thank 
goodness for that, but we sort of stopped expecting it.” 

Charlie and Andy grew even more confused. “What?” asked Andy, eyes 
widening. “Mom, you’re scaring me.” 

Mrs. Wilde’s expression was a mix of fear and concern. She got up and 
went to the children, gathering them around her to comfort them. And then 
she blew out a measured breath. “Look,” she said softly. “This is going to 
be difficult to understand. You heard your father—we can’t call the police. 
But he . . . he said... he said the word ‘safe’ in a weird way. And repeated 
it. And I remember that’s where he left . . . something. Back then. All right? 
Just sit here quietly with me while I figure this out, and don’t say a word 
about this to anyone—don’t text your friends or post anything online. 
Understand? And we stick together—we do everything together—until 
further notice.” 

The children stared at her, frightened by her mysterious manner. 

“Okay?” Mrs. Wilde prompted. 

“Okay,” said Charlie, and Andy echoed, “Okay.” Charlie put her phone 
away. 

Mrs. Wilde went back to the safe and began turning the dial to the left, 
then right, then left again. She tugged at the handle. It didn’t open. 
Undeterred, she spun the dial several times around, then tried another 
combination. 

Charlie pulled up her sweatshirt sleeve and glanced at the bracelet on 
her wrist. She clicked through a couple of screens. Of the five colorful 
animals represented, only the starfish was animated at the moment. The 
bracelet’s healing power was working fast after all the fighting Charlie had 
done just a short time earlier. Thanks to that ability, she hardly felt any pain 
anymore from the leopard man’s long sharp claws. As she watched her 
mother wrestle with the safe, trying more combinations, Charlie was 
reminded of how she’d yanked the door off the safe in the warehouse using 
the elephant-strength power of the device. But that animal wasn’t animated 
now. 

Mrs. Wilde sat back against the closet doorjamb and closed her eyes, 
rubbing her fingers on her temples, thinking deeply. She got up and looked 
at the underside of Charles’s desk, then searched through all of its drawers, 
one of which was overturned on the floor. 


“Now what are you doing?” asked Andy. 

“Tm looking for the combination for the safe. I really need to get in 
there.” 

Charlie swallowed hard. Should she tell her mother about the bracelet? 
About how she could open the safe if her strength ability kicked in? But her 
mom had told them to stay quiet, and she was intensely searching the room, 
and Charlie’s strength ability wasn’t activated, so it was useless to try to 
explain—at least right now when her mother seemed to be so focused on 
her task. 

“Why don’t you know the combination?” Andy asked his mother after a 
while. 

“Well, I should know it,” said their mother, sweat beading on her 
forehead now, “but your father resets it periodically. When we moved to 
this house, he told me where I could find it, but I’m afraid I was a little 
distracted with my new job at the time. And . . . I can’t remember.” 

“Oh.” Andy looked troubled but kept quiet as Mrs. Wilde continued her 
search. 

“Do you want us to help you?” ventured Charlie. 

“T want you to keep quiet and not touch anything until I figure this out.” 
She gave an exasperated sigh, then looked at Charlie apologetically. “I’m 
sorry. Maybe you and Andy could look around the room for a spot that 
might be a good hiding place for a safe combination. Can you do that?” 

Andy nodded and obeyed, his eyes darting around the room, but the task 
seemed useless to Charlie. Instead, she tried to activate the bracelet again 
by thinking about her father and the break-in and all the events at the 
warehouse. But since she was relatively safe at the moment, the device 
didn’t detect a need for anything other than healing Charlie’s bruises and 
wounds. After a while she gave up on the bracelet and gazed once more at 
the Talos Global paper on the floor, thinking things through. 

Charlie’s mom’s weird searching and vague statements were startling, 
but in a strange way, something about her behavior also made sense after 
everything Charlie had just gone through. After all the crazy things she’d 
learned earlier. Her dad, who always called himself a lowly biologist, had 
been part of something far beyond anything the children had ever known or 
could have guessed until now. Did her mom have any clue who the “friend” 
was that called? Did she know that Mr. Wilde was somehow connected to 


soldiers who abducted him and were capable of attacking Charlie and Maria 
and kidnapping Mac? 

Charlie reached out her foot, grabbed the paper with the sole of her 
shoe, and pulled it along the floor toward her so she could read it. Her eyes 
went to a phrase she’d seen before. “‘Project Chimera,’” she whispered. 
The same words had been written on the outside of the warehouse envelope. 
Her bracelet was called the Chimera Mark Five. Did her father’s company 
make the devices? She broke out in a cold sweat. Did her father make 
them? 

Charlie’s mom looked sharply at her. “What did you say?” she 
demanded. 

Charlie gave her mom a fearful glance. Her heart rate began to speed up 
uncontrollably, though she hardly knew why—there was something in her 
mom’s voice that frightened her. She felt her fingers tingling, the device 
growing warmer on her arm. Her breath hitched. “I said, ‘Project 
Chimera.’” Her eyes widened. “Why? Do you know what that means?” She 
picked up the paper and handed it to her mother. 

Mrs. Wilde took it and studied it. She wiped her forehead on her sleeve 
and didn’t answer. 

Charlie quickly peeked at the bracelet and clicked through to the screen 
that would tell her which of her abilities had activated. The lizard and the 
elephant had pulsed to life alongside the starfish. A surge of hope mixed 
with her fear. Her strength had turned back on. But did she dare use it? How 
could she not, when her father’s safety was at stake? 

“Mom,” Charlie said slowly, looking up, “I know you’re trying to 
concentrate, but there’s something I really need to tell you—a lot of things, 
actually. But first . . .” She cringed, hardly daring to suggest what she was 
about to suggest, but knowing she couldn’t wait another second. “I can 
probably open that safe for you if you want me to.” 


CHAPTER 3 
Coming Clean 


“YY ou . . . what?” asked Charlie’s mom, seeming to forget about Project 
Chimera for the moment. “Did you find out the combination?” 

“Not exactly,” Charlie hedged. 

“Well, I need it opened. If you think you can do it, be my guest.” 

Charlie decided not to mention that she would also be destroying the 
safe by opening it. She figured seeing her in action was probably the best 
way to start explaining the device to her mom. Mrs. Wilde moved out of the 
way, and Charlie sat down and grabbed on to the safe handle. Her sticky 
gecko fingertips ensured a tight grip. “Stand back,” she said. She put her 
feet against the edges of the box. 

Mrs. Wilde looked dubious. “I’m not so sure that’s the best way to go 
about it,” she said. “Don’t hurt yourself.” 

Charlie didn’t reply. Feeling the warmth from the bracelet, she took a 
deep breath, concentrated, and pulled until her knuckles turned white. At 
the same time she pushed her feet hard against the frame. The door to the 
safe groaned and shivered. It bent at the corners. Then, with a loud THUNK, 
Charlie flew backward. She hit the closet wall hard, safe door in hand, and 
felt the drywall collapse against her back. “Oof,” she said as all the breath 
was forced out of her. Pulling off safe doors was one of her least favorite 
things to do, she decided. She sat up carefully, little bits of drywall dust 
slipping down the back of her sweatshirt, and peered out of the closet. 

“Charlie!” Mrs. Wilde cried. 

Andy stared at his sister, incredulous. “What the—?” said Andy. “How 
>?” 

Mom hurried to Charlie’s side. “Are you okay? How in the world did 
you do that?” 


Charlie set down the door and peered inside the safe. It was half full of 
papers, envelopes, and some important-looking documents. “Welp,” she 
said, easing gingerly out of the way so her mother could look for whatever 
she needed, “it’s kind of a long story.” 
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Mrs. Wilde recovered her wits and checked Charlie over. Then she sat 
down in front of the open safe while Charlie told her and Andy about the 
bracelet. She explained how she’d found a package among their moving 
boxes with her name on it. How the bracelet had gotten stuck on her arm 
and wouldn’t come off after the school bathroom incident, where she’d torn 
the sink right out of the wall. How she’d even saved a mother and child 
from a house fire using a variety of the five distinct animalistic powers the 
device had given her. “Sometimes the bracelet powers turn on when I don’t 
need them,” she explained, “but that can actually come in handy 
sometimes.” 

“Wait,” Charlie’s mom said. “Go back. You’re saying you are the one 
who saved that woman and her baby from the fire? I worked on them in the 
ER.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I can hardly . . . What on earth 
possessed you to go inside a burning house? Didn’t you see how dangerous 
it was? Charlie! I—I don’t even know what to say.” She looked around the 
torn-apart office, utterly perplexed and bewildered by the developments. 

“But Pm fine because of the healing powers,” Charlie argued. 
“Remember my leg after I got hurt in soccer tryouts? It healed completely 
—by morning. Plus, I have an obligation to help people. . . .” She trailed 
off, remembering her talk with Maria about that. 

“You’re a maniac,” said Andy, his voice filled with awe. 

Mrs. Wilde stared at Charlie for a long moment, like she still couldn’t 
believe what she was hearing and wasn’t sure how to respond. “This is 
so... . Shocking,” she murmured. “I don’t—I almost can’t fathom what 
you’re saying. But your leg and that fire rescue? And now the safe... ?” 
She shook her head, almost dazed, then turned to look at Charlie. “I can’t 
deny that those abilities seem beyond normal. I’m almost afraid to ask, but 
what else has happened?” 


“Yeah,” said Andy, like he couldn’t believe there might be more. “What 
else?” 

“Well,” said Charlie, “people are after the bracelet . . . and they might 
be the same people who kidnapped Dad.” Hesitantly Charlie trudged 
onward with the story, telling her mother and Andy about the three strange 
soldiers in full bodysuits who’d attacked her and Maria on their way home 
from school earlier that day. “And three different ones kidnapped Mac and 
brought him to an old abandoned warehouse. But he’s okay. We rescued 
him.” 

“You did WHAT?” cried Mrs. Wilde. “By yourselves?” All semblance of 
the steady, even-keeled doctor had flown out the window—their mom had 
uncorked. 

Charlie cringed but plowed forward because she knew she had to get to 
the most important part. “After we fought off the soldiers, we found some 
papers in the warehouse. They had Dad’s old work logo on them, like 
these.” She pointed to the paper she’d been looking at earlier. “And Dad’s 
name was on at least one of the papers, too.” Charlie ducked her head in 
preparation for her mother to explode again, but that didn’t happen. 

Diana Wilde stared long and hard at her daughter. Everything was so 
farfetched, so inconceivable. Charlie held her breath and waited for her 
mother to deny that any of this was possible. The last thing she expected 
was for her mother to actually believe it. 

“Project Chimera,” Mrs. Wilde murmured. 

Charlie looked up, searching her mother’s face. “That’s what was 
written on the folder we found. And this bracelet is called Chimera Mark 
Five—it says it on one of the screens.” 

Charlie’s mom put her hands up to her face, as if she were trying to pull 
her thoughts together. Then she expelled a deep breath, dropped her hands 
in her lap, and opened her eyes. She wore a new expression of resolve. “I 
really can’t believe this is happening,” she said. 

“Do you think she’s making it up?” Andy asked. He sounded like he 
wanted to believe Charlie but wasn’t sure that a grown-up might. 

“Pm not lying,” Charlie implored. “I promise. Look.” She held out her 
arm and shoved her sleeve up high, then clicked the bracelet and showed 
her mother the message scrolling in red letters, CHIMERA MARK 


FIVE... DEFENSE MODE INITIATED ... KEY IN ACCESS CODE TO 
DEACTIVATE. 

Then she showed her the screen where the animated silver elephant, 
green lizard, and pink starfish pulsed. 

After a long moment Charlie’s mother placed a comforting hand on the 
girl’s wrist. “I believe you,” she said quietly. “It’s seems impossible, but 
because of the little bit I know about your father’s old job, I do. And since I 
believe you, I need to find what I was looking for now more than ever.” 
Quickly she began to flip through the items in the safe, shoving things aside 
that she didn’t need. Finally she discovered a small white envelope at the 
back. Charlie’s mom snatched it up and held it. Her first name was on it, 
written in Mr. Wilde’s familiar scrawl. “This is it,” she said. Her fingers 
shook as she ripped open the seal and pulled out a piece of paper. 

She unfolded it, and the kids moved to look over their mother’s 
shoulder so they could read it too. It was a printout, dated ten years ago. 


My love, 

If you’re reading this, the worst has happened. I had hoped 
you’d never need this—hoped that my colleagues and I were being 
ridiculously cautious. Unfortunately our instincts must have been 
right. 

I’m sorry I’ve had to be so secretive all these years, and that 
this letter is cryptic—it was necessary in case it fell into the wrong 
hands. In the event that something tragic has befallen me, this 
should help. 


Andy and Charlie looked sidelong at each other with troubled 
expressions. What was their father talking about? It had to be about his top 
secret work at Talos Global—that was the only thing that made sense. But 
what had he been so worried about back then to make him write such a 
letter and have some sort of conversation with their mom about it? 

Charlie pressed her lips together, wanting desperately to ask questions 
but knowing now wasn’t the right time. She continued reading. 


Instead, I need you to contact someone who will help you— 
someone you can trust completely. You have the information at your 


fingertips. I know you can find it. And . . . apologies for the extra 
precautions. 


“What does he mean?” asked Andy. “This letter makes no sense.” 
“Shh,” said Charlie. 


I love you and Charlotte and the baby with all my heart. You’re 
the strongest, smartest person I know, and you will get through this. 

Yours qlways, 

Charles 


“T'm the baby, right?” whispered Andy. 

“Shh,” said Charlie again, poking her brother with her elbow and 
nodding once sharply in their mother’s direction. 

Charlie’s mom was studying the letter. “I have the information?” she 
muttered. She dropped her hand with the note and closed her eyes in 
despair. “An entire decade has passed since then, Charles. I barely 
remember the conversation. If something was going to happen, we expected 
it to be years ago.” 

“You were right about the ‘safe’ clue,” said Charlie, trying to be 
encouraging. 

“Yes. I just had the most unusual feeling when he said it like that, which 
is why ...” She got to her feet and began looking around the room. “This 
clue is so random. I have the information? Where?” 

“Didn’t he say it was at your fingertips?” asked Charlie. “Maybe that’s 
the clue.” 

“Yeah,” said Andy. “Maybe he means it’s on your computer. Because, 
you know. Typing. Fingertips. Get it?” 

Mrs. Wilde nodded thoughtfully, then her eyes widened. “I hope that 
didn’t get stolen too.” She darted out of the office and went to the living 
room, where she kept her laptop. The kids followed. 

The laptop was gone. 

“Oh no!” cried Mrs. Wilde. “All my stuff!” She looked around the 
living room in case she’d only misplaced it, but it wasn’t anywhere. “Now 
what?” 


They thought for a moment, trying not to despair, but Andy struggled to 
hold back his tears. Charlie wondered if her brother fully understood what 
was happening. She doubted it. He could see how upset their mom was, and 
he was probably taking his cues from her. 

Charlie went over all the information again in her head. “It’s weird that 
Dad would put a clue on your laptop when he knows you don’t carry it with 
you to work and stuff. But you also use your fingertips for your phone, and 
you never go anywhere without that.” 

Mom studied Charlie thoughtfully. “Good point. You might be onto 
something, Charlie.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and placed the 
letter from Charles on the coffee table, then sat down on the couch and 
began looking through her apps. Andy’s tears dried up, and he and Charlie 
sat around her, watching and offering suggestions on which apps could hold 
a clue. 

“Wait a minute,” said Charlie, her heart sinking. “You didn’t have this 
phone ten years ago when Dad wrote the note. Maybe he put a clue in the 
phone you had back then, and it’s gone for good.” 

Mrs. Wilde’s shoulders sagged, and she closed her eyes momentarily, 
then opened them again. “Okay, you’re right in that I’ve upgraded phones 
several times since then. But I think they’ve all been smartphones for at 
least that long. The information transfers—contacts do, anyway. And he’s 
smart enough to put it somewhere that would back up to my computer, too.” 
She abruptly went to her contacts list and checked her husband’s 
information, but there was nothing unusual about the entry. 

After several minutes of fruitless scrolling Mrs. Wilde set the phone in 
her lap and returned to the letter, muttering as she reread the key phrases. 

Charlie and Andy read it over again, too. At your fingertips. Smartest 
person. Were any of these words supposed to be a code for something else? 

“He spelled ‘always’ wrong,” Andy pointed out. 

Charlie rolled her eyes. Now was not the time to criticize their father’s 
typing abilities. “It’s just a typo,” Charlie said. “The ‘q’ is right above the 
‘a’ on the keyboard. Simple mistake.” 

Mrs. Wilde paused in her search. “That’s odd, though, isn’t it? Spell- 
check would have picked that up.” 

“Did you even have spell-check back in the old days?” asked Andy. 


Mrs. Wilde almost smiled. “Yes, son. Amazingly we did, even way back 
then.” She studied the typo and mused, “Your father hates typos. He would 
never print such an important letter with a mistake like that in it.” 

“Do you think he spelled it ‘qlways’ on purpose?” asked Charlie. 

“Maybe.” Mom scratched her head. “But what’s the significance? Is the 
absence of the ‘a’ or the presence of the ‘q’ the important part?” 

“T think the ‘q’ is the clue,” said Charlie. “He could have just left the ‘a’ 
off if he didn’t want it there.” 

“You’re right,” said Mrs. Wilde. “So what does it mean?” 

Andy inched closer. “Search your contacts under the letter Q!” 

Mrs. Wilde was already going back to her list of contacts. “I’ve had a 
lot of friends and colleagues over the years, but I don’t think I know 
anybody whose name starts with Q,” she said. She entered the letter and hit 
the search button. 

There was one entry—a very mysterious one, at that. First name Q, last 
name S. And in place of a phone number, there was a jumbled mess of 
numbers and letters. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Charlie, staring at the string of 
letters and numbers. “That’s not a phone number. Who is QS?” 

Charlie’s mother examined the contact entry. “I don’t know. I certainly 
didn’t add this.” 

“So you think we found the clue?” asked Andy. 

“I really hope so,” Mrs. Wilde said. She studied the strange code as a 
feeling of hopelessness settled over them. What were they supposed to do 
with this nonsensical clue? She swallowed hard and her eyes pooled. 

Charlie watched her. “Are you okay?” she asked. 

“Just . . . worried.” She sniffed and took a deep breath, then let it out 
slowly. “All right, kids,” she said, shaking off the tears. “We have to be 
brave. Let’s figure out this clue so we can find your father. Andy, can you 
get me a notepad and pencil?” 

Andy hopped off the couch and made his way around the mess to the 
kitchen near the landline phone, where they kept such things. He brought 
the items back to his mother. 

“There are ten characters,” said Mrs. Wilde, “which is good. It means 
this is probably a coded phone number. I’m trying to figure out how to 
decipher it.” 


“I’ve worked with ciphers in school,” said Charlie, eager to do 
something to help. 

“Me too,” said Andy. “First you write the alphabet in a line.” 

Their mother was already scribbling the entire alphabet on the paper in 
a long row. Below that she wrote a row of numbers, one through twenty-six, 
a number under each letter. 

Then the three of them looked back at the contact information and 
studied the strange phone number for QS. There were five letters alternating 
with five numbers. The first character in the string was a letter. 

“He gave you five of the numbers,” Andy pointed out. 

“I don’t think those are the right ones, though,” murmured Mrs. Wilde. 
“That would be too easy. But we’ll get to that. Let’s start with the letters.” 
She matched all five letters from the code on her phone screen to the 
numbers they corresponded with on the paper in front of her. She wrote 
those numbers down, keeping them in the same order as in the code. “How 
am I doing so far?” 

“Looks good to me,” said Charlie, and Andy nodded. 

“Here’s the tricky part.” Mrs. Wilde thought for a moment, then looked 
at her phone again to check the code. She took all the numbers Mr. Wilde 
had given her and matched them up with their corresponding letters in the 
alphabet cipher. She wrote those letters down too and plugged them into the 
empty spaces. Now all the letters in the original code were numbers, and the 
numbers were letters. 

“I don’t see how that gives you a phone number,” said Charlie, who was 
watching intently. “You just have the opposite of the jumbled mess you had 
before.” 

“Just hang on,” said her mother. She hesitated, thinking hard. “Your 
father always knew how much I despised his little coded puzzles,” she said 
with a sardonic laugh. “But he adores them. What do I do now?” 

The three of them stared at the code. It didn’t offer anything to let them 
know they were on the right track. Andy started searching common ciphers 
on his phone, while Charlie wondered aloud if the letters were supposed to 
spell something. But if they did, then what? They needed numbers. After a 
while she gave up and looked over Andy’s shoulder as he continued to 
search different options. They tried a few, but none of them seemed to be 
right. 


“Sometimes people use numbers to mean letters,” Charlie said. “Like 
three for E, or one for I.” 

“Yeah,” said Andy, looking hopeful. 

“Wait,” said Mrs. Wilde, suddenly inspired. She opened the keypad on 
her phone and pointed to the numbers. “That reminds me of a code Charles 
used before, when he made me figure out a clue in order to open a present 
he’d bought me. See how each number on the keypad has three letters that 
go with it?” 

The kids nodded. 

“TIl bet that’s our secret. For each of the letters we have here, we match 
them up to the number they correspond with on the keypad.” Mrs. Wilde 
took each letter, found the number it went with on the phone, and wrote 
those numbers in place of the letters in her new code. 

“That’s so cool,” said Andy. “I always wondered what those letters were 
good for.” 

“Tricky,” said Charlie. She nibbled on her thumbnail anxiously, thinking 
of her father. “I hope it’s right.” 

By the time Mrs. Wilde was done, she had a ten-digit phone number 
scrawled on the paper. “Okay,” she said, cautious confidence growing in her 
voice. “It’s a Chicago area code, which makes me think we did something 
right. Here goes. Cross your fingers that we’ve got this.” Her hand shook as 
she dialed. After she finished entering the numbers, she pressed the speaker 
button. 

The phone rang. Four times. Five. Six. It didn’t go to voice mail. 
Charlie and Andy exchanged a glance. Finally, on the seventh ring, 
someone picked up but didn’t say anything for several seconds. Then a 
woman asked guardedly, “Who are you trying to reach?” 

Mrs. Wilde swallowed hard, her eyes darting to her children. 

“Say something,” Charlie whispered. 

Their mom leaned over the phone and spoke clearly and distinctly, “Q. 
S.” She paused, then added, “Please.” 

“Who’s calling?” 

“Tt’s ... ?m Diana. Diana Wilde.” 

There was silence on the other end. For a moment the three Wildes 
thought the person had hung up. Mrs. Wilde put a finger to her lips to 
ensure her children wouldn’t say anything. They remained quiet. Charlie 


thought she could hear a faint sound of clicking on the other end, like 
someone was typing. 

The three looked at one another, confused. And then the woman spoke 
again. “Hello, Diana,” she said. “I’m very sorry to hear from you. This is 
Dr. Quinn Sharma. Is anyone forcing you to make this call?” 


CHAPTER 4 
Top Secret Stuff 


Dr Quinn Sharma? The name sounded vaguely familiar to Charlie, but 
she couldn’t quite place it. 

Charlie’s mother hesitated. “No. I’m here with my children. You’re on 
speakerphone.” 

“How can I help you?” Dr. Sharma asked guardedly. 

“T—we found a note that led us to. . . you.” 

“Has ... has something happened to Dr. Wilde?” 

“He’s been abducted.” 

Charlie could hear a small intake of breath on the other end and a 
momentary silence. 

Mrs. Wilde continued. “How do you know him?” 

“I worked with him at... in the past.” 

Charlie sat up, her eyes widening as she realized why Dr. Sharma’s 
name sounded familiar. It was one of the names listed on a cover sheet 
inside the envelope she’d taken from the warehouse. But did that mean she 
was on their side? Or on the side of the soldiers? 

Mrs. Wilde paused and narrowed her eyes. “How do I know I can trust 
you?” 

“You don’t.” The words landed hard. “But your husband left you my 
number, so it seems he trusts me.” 

“That was ten years ago.” 

“True. And I understand your hesitation. Maybe I can tell you a few 
things that might help.” 

“Okay,” said Mrs. Wilde, her voice guarded. 

The woman continued. “I’m a genetic biologist. I worked with Charlie 
at Talos Global ten years ago.” 


Charlie could hear more typing, and then Dr. Sharma said, “You have 
two children, Charlotte Paige and Andrew Finn, ages twelve and ten. Your 
husband’s middle name is Alexander, and yours, Diana, is Rae. You lived at 
15538 Balder Street in Chicago until recently.” 

“Whoa,” whispered Andy and Charlie together. 

Mrs. Wilde blinked, her face still betraying a hint of uncertainty. The 
woman seemed trustworthy enough to Charlie—after all, her dad had said 
this person could help them. Still, it felt a little weird talking to a complete 
stranger. 

It appeared that Mrs. Wilde had similar doubts. She proceeded 
cautiously. “Do you know anything about a... a package?” 

“Ah,” said Dr. Sharma. “Yes. I had a package delivered to Charlie. And 
a note. Right before you moved.” 

“But I’m Charlie now,” Charlie blurted out before she could stop 
herself. “He’s Charles.” 

Mrs. Wilde silenced Charlie with a look. “And the package 
contained... ?” she prompted. 

Dr. Sharma hesitated. “A wrist device that he created. One that 
alters . . . things. Wait. Charlie, did you open it?” 

“T thought it was for me!” she cried. 

Mrs. Wilde placed a comforting hand on Charlie’s. Charlie swallowed 
hard and fought the urge to say anything more. She knew her mother had to 
handle things right now, but she had a lot of questions for Dr. Sharma. 

“I’m sorry—I never thought—” Dr. Sharma’s distress was evident in her 
voice. She stopped abruptly and then whispered, “Oh dear,” like she was 
imagining all the things that could have happened with the bracelet finding 
its way into a twelve-year-old’s hands. “Okay,” she said after a moment. 
“Let’s figure our way through this mess.” 

Mrs. Wilde closed her eyes and sighed. “Thanks, Doctor.” 

“Please—you can call me Quinn. I’m just a lowly biologist.” 

Charlie almost smiled despite the dire circumstances. Dr. Sharma talked 
like her father. That “lowly biologist” line—it was something her father had 
said frequently about himself in the same manner. Somehow it made her 
trust the woman completely. She caught her mother’s eye and nodded. This 
person was safe. It was such a relief to find someone who could help them 


fill in the blanks. Mrs. Wilde squeezed Charlie’s hand and gave Andy a 
reassuring smile. They were getting closer. 


Charlie’s mom finished telling Dr. Sharma everything she knew. Charlie 
chimed in to answer some of the more specific questions about the soldiers 
and the bracelet. They could hear the biologist typing occasionally on the 
other end of the phone. “You did the right thing in calling me,” she told 
them. “The project was a top secret government contract. When it was 
shuttered, Victor Gray was acting suspicious, so we set up this emergency 
system. I’m glad we did, because Victor’s obviously up to something. I 
suspect he’s the one who called you.” 

Charlie, Andy, and their mother looked at one another, confused. “Who 
is Victor Gray?” asked Charlie. 

Dr. Sharma paused. “Our fellow scientist on the project. Dr. Victor Gray 
—wasn’t he there with the soldiers you fought?” 

“I don’t think so,” said Charlie, “but nobody exactly took the time to 
introduce themselves before attacking me.” 

“Of course not,” the woman murmured thoughtfully. She hesitated, as if 
weighing her options. “I feel like I need to let you in on some of this intel 
now that you three and Charles are facing danger. But I’m not comfortable 
doing this on the phone after what happened to your house.” 

“Can you at least tell us why you think Dr. Gray would do this to 
Charles?” 

Dr. Sharma was silent for a moment. “If he abducted your husband, it’s 
because he needs him to help further whatever his cause is.” 

“So you don’t think he’s going to hurt my dad?” asked Andy. 

“T don’t think so. As long as you keep the police out of it like he said, he 
should be fine. But,” Dr. Sharma went on, her voice worried, “if Gray has 
moved his lab and all his soldiers across the country in pursuit of your 
device or someone who can re-create it, I worry he’s doing something .. . 
big.” 

Charlie, Andy, and their mom waited, expecting Dr. Sharma to explain. 
But the woman was quiet for a long moment as she typed something. After 
a while she spoke decisively. “I’m looking at flights for first thing 
tomorrow. Pll text you my details once I have them. I think it would be 
better to discuss all of this in person.” 


While Mrs. Wilde and Dr. Sharma firmed up details, Charlie snuck a 
peek at her phone screen for the first time since her mother had told her and 
Andy not to text their friends or go online. There was a text message from 
Maria. 

“Mayday! Mayday!” it read. “I’ve got a little problem over here. 
HELP.” 


CHAPTER 5 
Pulling It Together 


Charlie’s mind started spinning again after seeing Maria’s text message 
asking for help. Was Maria just being dramatic or was something really 
wrong? Had the soldiers gone back to her house? The thought was enough 
to make her bracelet activate. Quickly she unlocked her phone to reply. But 
as she began typing, the cracked corner of her screen split straight across 
the bottom of the phone’s face. The lower one-third of the screen no longer 
responded to Charlie’s fingertips. 

“Crap,” she muttered. Her strength ability was completely destroying 
the thing. Why did it have to happen now? Andy looked over and his eyes 
widened at the sight of her Frankenphone, but for once he wisely stayed 
quiet. 

Charlie tapped the delicate screen lightly, wondering if maybe the 
cursor had just frozen momentarily, but soon confirmed that she couldn’t 
type another letter. The message box was right in the middle of the damage. 
A second later the screen faded and went black. Now what was she 
supposed to do? 

A flood of anxiety, anger, and frustration washed over her. This whole 
situation was hard enough without her phone giving her problems. She 
glanced at her mother, who was still talking to Dr. Sharma. Andy had curled 
up in the chair with their dog, Jessie, and was talking to her quietly as he 
petted her. 

“Hey,” Charlie said to Andy, going over to him. “Can I borrow your 
phone? I need to text Maria back and mine’s dead.” 

“Mom said not to text our friends.” 

“Yeah, but this is an emergency.” 

“No,” he said. “Go plug yours in if you need to do it so badly.” 


Charlie grimaced. “Come on, please?” 

“No. Do you want me to tell Mom on you?” 

Charlie sighed and gave up. She went back to the kitchen, spying the 
landline. Her mom was standing right next to it. She went after it, but when 
she reached for it, her mother automatically pulled it out of her hands and 
put it back in the holder, shaking her head and frowning. 

Charlie tried to explain that she wasn’t about to tell anyone what was 
going on—she just needed to check in with Maria. But Mrs. Wilde turned 
away and plugged her free ear so she could hear what Dr. Sharma was 
saying. 

Out of options, Charlie dropped into a chair and hoped Maria’s “little 
problem” was just that—little. Her mind turned back to the other urgent 
situation of the day, which was playing out like a horror movie. She was 
hardly able to comprehend that her father had been abducted, probably by 
the same strange, animal-like soldiers she’d fought off hours before. And it 
was because he had created the bracelet that was stuck on her wrist right 
now. Her dad. Had made this insanely powerful bracelet. No wonder he’d 
been abducted! Mr. Dr. Wilde, as her friends called him, was no lowly 
biologist. He was amazing. And Charlie couldn’t tell anyone. Not even him. 

Not that it mattered. She closed her eyes, overwhelmed and exhausted 
by the bombardment of otherworldly events. School that morning seemed 
like it had been a week ago. Like Andy, she needed to curl up and process 
what had just happened. 

She hoped the soldiers hadn’t been rough with her dad like they’d been 
to her. It was a relief to know that Dr. Sharma believed Dr. Gray needed 
Charles, so he wouldn’t hurt him. But Charlie’s imagination was going 
crazy after everything she’d experienced, and she couldn’t shake the 
thought of more terrible things happening to him. What if her father 
wouldn’t help Dr. Gray? Or worse . . . what if he would? It was a terrible 
situation no matter what. 

Charlie’s mom hung up and came back to the living room. “Quinn 
assured me that now that Dr. Gray has your father, he won’t need you or 
your bracelet, Charlie. So you don’t have to worry about them coming after 
you anymore.” She let out a sigh of relief. “We’re all going to be okay. And 
we’re going to find him.” She searched Charlie’s face, then checked Andy’s 
response too, making sure they were both handling the news all right. 


Charlie frowned. “Are you sure they won’t come after me? Why would 
they suddenly not want the bracelet when that was all they wanted earlier 
today?” She wondered if that meant her friends would be safe too. That 
would be a big relief. 

“Well,” said Mrs. Wilde, a bit of worry creeping back into her voice 
despite her intentions, “I guess nothing is sure anymore. But they probably 
found your father sometime after they attacked you. And I guess it makes 
sense that they’d want him more than the bracelet—your father made that 
device over ten years ago. With today’s technology, he could make 
something more advanced now.” 

“Maybe one without any glitches,” said Charlie, thinking of how the 
wrong powers sometimes activated. 

Andy sat up. “But I still don’t understand why that Dr. Gray dude 
kidnapped Dad. Why doesn’t he just make a new device himself? Isn’t he a 
biologist too?” 

“Quinn said that Dad and the other scientists were all creating different 
types of devices. I imagine Dr. Gray wants to skip all the work that Dad 
already put into the Mark Five and have him improve on what he’s already 
done.” 

While Charlie absorbed this new information, Andy just shook his head. 
“I can’t believe our dad can do crazy junk like that. Who knew? And you 
too, Charlie,” he said, their previous disagreement over the phone 
apparently forgotten. “You’re pretty cool.” 

Charlie shrugged. Seeing Andy able to let some of this intense stuff fly 
right over his head was a relief—she didn’t want him freaking out inside 
like she had been. But hearing her mom explain things made her feel a lot 
better. Maybe that had helped Andy, too. 

“So... what do we do now?” Charlie asked her mother. She inched 
toward the landline phone again, growing more and more anxious to reach 
Maria and find out what was going on with her. 

“We sit tight and wait for Quinn to arrive. She’s going to give us further 
instructions once she reaches her government contact.” 

“Do we get to stay home from school?” asked Andy. 

“T think that would be best, at least for tomorrow. Even if Quinn is right 
about her theory, I’m not confident enough to let you two out of my sight 
quite yet.” 


“I have tests coming up,” Charlie murmured automatically, knowing at 
least two of her teachers were planning them at the end of this week before 
spring break began. She hadn’t had much time to prepare with everything 
that had happened. But tests seemed so much less important now. 

“Well, I guess that’s pretty cool,” said Andy. “A day off tomorrow, then 
only two more days of school.” He looked up with a consternated 
expression. “Oh, Mom, I forgot. Juan asked me at school today if I could go 
camping with his family on break. But. . . I guess I should say no.” 

Charlie’s mother blinked. “What? Who?” 

“Juan is one of Andy’s new school friends,” Charlie reminded her. 
“He’s been over a few times but maybe not when you’ve been here.” Diana 
Wilde had been working extreme hours since the move to Arizona a month 
ago, and Charlie was getting used to having to fill her mother in on 
everything. 

“Oh, of course I remember him,” said Mrs. Wilde, distracted. “I drove 
him home once and met his mom. Nice family. Maybe that’s not such a bad 
idea.” She looked at Andy and trailed off, lost in thought. “Do you want to 
go?” 

“Well, I mean I did. But with Dad missing, I don’t know.” His face 
screwed up and he buried it in Jessie’s fur. 

“Actually . .. ,” Mrs. Wilde began, then shook her head, looking 
overwhelmed. “I can’t handle one more thing to think about right now. I’m 
sorry, buddy. Let’s figure this out later.” 

Andy lifted his head and nodded solemnly. Everything was up in the air, 
their mom was trying to deal, and Charlie knew Andy didn’t handle this 
kind of stress very well. She thought distraction might be good for him. 
“Hey. I have the second Ms. Marvel for you,” she said quietly. “You want 
it?” 

Andy breathed a sigh of relief. “Yeah, sure.” 

When Charlie returned with the comic, she caught her mother’s grateful 
gaze and returned it with a solemn, brave one of her own. A certain, 
unusual kind of energy passed between them. A bond of trust, perhaps, or a 
deep sense of understanding. It felt like one of those looks between two 
adults when there were children in the room—and this time Charlie wasn’t 
the child. She’d seen it dozens of times between teachers at school. 
Between her parents across the dinner table. All sorts of unsaid things 


passing through the air. It was Charlie’s first experience being on the 
receiving end of it, and it made her feel like she was in on a special secret. 
Like her mom was silently asking Charlie if she wanted to be a member of 
the secret looks club. And if she was ready for the responsibility that went 
along with that. 

Charlie was. She thought so, anyway. She swallowed hard and nodded 
slightly. 

Her mom’s eyes grew shiny. She leaned in and embraced Charlie in a 
long, tight hug, and stroked her hair. “Let’s try to keep things light for 
Andy’s sake, okay?” she whispered. 

“Okay.” 

“Atta girl.” Mrs. Wilde released Charlie and gave her a half-smile, and 
then reached for Andy to hug him too. 

Charlie’s phone vibrated again, jolting her back to Maria’s problem. She 
looked at the screen to find another text message. “Seriously, Chuck,” it 
read. “Help needed pronto. I think you’re the only one who can help me at 
this point.” 

“Maria!” Charlie murmured, tapping and swiping desperately on the 
alert to try and open the message, but it soon faded. She had to find out 
what was going on. She stood up quickly and excused herself to the 
bathroom, grabbing the landline phone on her way. But once in the 
bathroom she realized she had no idea what Maria’s phone number was and 
she couldn’t look it up. This was so frustrating. She had to do something 
about her phone—what if her father tried to call and she couldn’t answer 
him? What if Maria was really in danger? What if the soldiers came back 
and she couldn’t let her mom know? 

This was a terrible time to throw one more problem on the pile, right 
when her mother had so much else on her mind. But Charlie knew it was 
the right thing to do. As she went back to the living room to confess about 
her broken cell phone, she wondered if she could recall Maria’s number 
from memory. But she’d barely looked at it—she’d just added Maria as a 
contact. She hadn’t written it down anywhere else. Just then she 
remembered she’d seen it one other place. It was on the soccer team roster 
on Charlie’s bulletin board in her room. Maria Torres’s name and contact 
information were at the top of it. She made a detour to her bedroom. 


But when Charlie tried calling Maria from the landline, the phone rang 
five times and went to voice mail. Why didn’t she answer? 


CHAPTER 6 
Maria’s Big Problem 


Charlie left a message. Why hadn’t Maria answered? Maybe she didn’t 
answer unknown numbers, and there was no reason for Charlie to think 
Maria would have her home number plugged into her phone. That had to be 
it. Hopefully she’d check her voice mail soon. Charlie tried calling again. 
And again, no answer. Had something bad happened to her? 

It was no use looking for Mac’s number—his phone and iPad had been 
stolen by the thugs who attacked them. Charlie flopped down on the bed 
and put her head in her hands. She had to help Maria. But there was no way 
her mom would let her go over there—not tonight. She’d have to sneak out. 

Just then Charlie heard a voice outside, followed by the sound of 
pebbles bouncing off her bedroom window. Her lungs froze in fear. Were 
the soldiers after her? But that was silly—they wouldn’t waste time 
throwing pebbles to get to her. They had already broken into the house 
once. Nevertheless, she felt her bracelet heat up. 

“Hey, Chuck! Are you in there?” 

Charlie’s eyes widened, then her breathing resumed and she ran to the 
window. She peered out into the darkness, shading her eyes from the light 
behind her, but couldn’t see anything. “Maria?” 

“Charlie! Are you all right?” 

“Are you?” Charlie replied. “My phone broke! I tried to call you from 
the landline but you didn’t answer. Things are a little crazy here right now. 
My dad . . .” She felt her throat constrict and she blinked hard. She couldn’t 
get herself to continue. 

“Not your phone too!” exclaimed Maria, sounding more devastated than 
Charlie would have expected. “It’s bad enough not being able to text Mac.” 

“Hey, I didn’t break mine,” said another voice. “It was stolen.” 


“Mac, you’re out there too?” Charlie asked. 

“Yep.” 

Charlie moved over and turned off her bedroom light, then returned and 
looked out the window again. Now she could see the silhouettes of her 
friends below, and beyond them the line of trees and the walls that enclosed 
the backyard. 

“Can you come down?” asked Mac. “You need to see this. We have a 
huge problem.” 

“Yeah,” said Maria miserably. “Huge.” 

“Why didn’t you just come to the door? It’s not too late. You can come 
inside.” 

“Um... well, no,” said Maria, her voice taking on the tiniest quiver. “I 
can’t. I don’t want your mom to see me.” 

Charlie looked over her shoulder. The hallway was deserted. Mom and 
Andy were still downstairs. “Hold on a sec.” She ran out of her room to the 
top of the steps and listened, trying to figure out if she could get around 
them without her mom seeing her. She could hear Andy sniffling and her 
mother talking to him in low, reassuring tones. “Nope,” Charlie muttered. 
She’d have to find a different way. 

She went back into her room and closed the door softly, leaving her in 
total darkness. Immediately she began to chirp uncontrollably—her 
echolocation power had kicked in. She hoped it wasn’t loud enough to 
summon Andy or her mother upstairs wondering what sort of bird was on 
the loose. She flipped on the light switch and the chirping ceased. 

Leaving her shoes off, Charlie went back to the window. She carefully 
removed the screen and pulled it inside the room, then climbed out 
backward and hung there, her stomach flipping as she hoped that would be 
enough to activate her climbing ability. An instant later she could feel her 
fingers and toes tingling. “Okay, cool,” she muttered. She gripped the 
window ledge and her toes latched on to the rough stucco siding, the 
stickiness feeling a little like Velcro. Awkwardly at first, then more 
smoothly as she became reacquainted with the sensation, she made her way 
down the side of the house. 

“So, my dad was abducted,” Charlie blurted out as she neared the 
ground. It felt weird and horrible to say it out loud. It made it feel real. “The 
soldiers got him.” 


“Oh no!” said Maria. “That’s horrible!” 

“Are you serious?” asked Mac. 

“Totally serious. But you can’t tell anybody. Promise? Pll explain later.” 

“Okay,” said Maria and Mac together, both sounding uncertain. Then 
Mac said, “What can we do to help?” 

“My mom got in touch with someone who’s going to help us, so it’s 
under control at the moment.” Charlie landed on the ground and turned 
around, searching for her friends in the shadows. Suddenly she began 
chirping again. “Ugh,” she said. “Can you hear that?” 

Mac started laughing. “Is that your echolocation? You sound like a bird 
with hiccups.” 

“Yeah. You both look like silvery shimmers to me. Let’s step over 
here.” Charlie guided them to the swath of light that came from her 
bedroom window. The chirping stopped, and Charlie got a good look at 
Maria. Her eyes widened, and she took a step backward. “Whoa. What the 
__>” 

Maria’s cheeks were tearstained, but those weren’t what surprised 
Charlie. It was her hair. Or whatever it was on top of Maria’s head. And... 
on her chin. 

Charlie sucked in a breath and peered closer. Maria had a furry beard. 
“What happened to you?” she asked as gently as she could. 

Maria started crying, and she held out her wrist. “This bracelet,” she 
said. “It turned me into a monkey.” There was fur on Maria’s arms, too. 

“Oh no,” Charlie breathed. She glanced at Mac, who looked solemn, 
and then at Maria. “Can’t you turn back?” 

“We tried all the buttons,” said Maria. “And the bracelet’s stuck on me, 
like yours is.” 

A horrible feeling began to grow inside of Charlie, on top of the already 
horrible feeling that wouldn’t go away because of her dad. This was beyond 
awful. Charlie could hardly imagine how Maria must feel. “There has to be 
some way for you to change back,” she said, trying to be logical. “There 
just has to be.” 

“Do you really think so?” asked Maria, her voice practically begging 
Charlie to confirm it. 

“Of course I do,” said Charlie, but she didn’t feel very confident. 
“Maybe Dr. Sharma will be able to fix you—she’s the person who’s coming 


to help us rescue my dad.” Charlie quickly filled them in on Dr. Sharma’s 
and her dad’s roles in creating the devices and what they’d suspected about 
Dr. Gray. 

“That’s incredible,” marveled Mac. “Your dad worked on these? Is that 
why Dr. Gray had the soldiers abduct him when they couldn’t get the 
bracelet from us?” 

Charlie nodded and looked solemnly at Maria. “I know you must hate 
what your bracelet has done to you, but we might need to use these things if 
we're going to save my dad.” 

Maria looked doubtful but then said, “Well, of course I would want to 
help with that. But right now I just wish I hadn’t ever put this thing on.” She 
looked down. “Or at least picked a different one.” 

Charlie thought she understood. “What about checking the Project 
Chimera folder and the envelope? Maybe we can find some answers there 
so at least we can get you turned back to normal now.” 

Mac held up the large manila Talos Global envelope with the folder 
stuck inside. “I brought them from Maria’s house.” 

Charlie sighed in relief. “Smart thinking. So your parents haven’t seen 
you like this?” 

Maria shook her head. “Not yet.” 

“Good,” said Charlie. “Even if we can’t figure out how to fix this right 
away, you could wear a scarf or something, right? And long sleeves?” She 
tried to sound hopeful. 

Maria’s lip quivered. She tried to speak but could only look miserably at 
Mac. 

Charlie was confused. Was there something else going on? 

Mac pressed his lips together. “It’s not just the fur,” he told Charlie. 
“Show her, Maria.” 

Maria began to cry. Slowly she turned around and pulled a ropelike coil 
of something out of the back of her jeans. 

It was a tail. 


CHAPTER 7 
Skills and Complications 


“On my,” said Charlie, staring at Maria’s tail. 

“Right?” said Mac. 

Maria turned to face them, leaving the tail swishing in the air behind 
her. “This is a nightmare!” she howled. The sound pierced the air louder 
than any of them expected. 

Mac patted her shoulder sympathetically but warned her to keep her 
voice down. He pointed to Charlie’s open window. “We don’t want anyone 
to hear,” he said. 

“I know,” sobbed Maria, softer now. She stepped out of the light to be 
safe. 

Charlie reached out and hugged her, trying not to recoil when she felt 
the scratchy fur against her neck. Hastily she pulled away and looked at 
Maria’s tail. “I’m so sorry,” she said. 

Maria sniffed and wiped her eyes. “I look hideous.” 

“No you don’t!” said Charlie. “Don’t say that.” She looked at Maria all 
over. “So, you’ve got some fur and a tail. Is there anything . . . else?” 

“That’s all I know so far.” 

“She doesn’t feel like testing out her monkey abilities quite yet,” Mac 
warned Charlie, as if he’d had the conversation with Maria earlier. “We 
started looking through these papers in Maria’s bedroom, but she got 
nervous that her mom would come in and see her like this, so we came 
here.” He opened the Talos Global envelope and pulled out a large stack of 
loose pages along with the Project Chimera folder. He showed the top 
document to Charlie. “We found this page, but we didn’t get very far with it 
—you’ll see why.” 


Charlie squinted at the top paper in the light streaming from her 
bedroom window. The heading said, “Proposal: Mark Two.” Charlie 
scanned the page and saw a lot of big scientific words she didn’t recognize. 
“Is Maria’s the Mark Two?” 

“We think so,” said Mac. “Her device has two lines around the TG logo. 
Yours has a pentagon and it’s the Mark Five, so it makes sense. Which 
means mine’s the Three and Kelly has the Four.” 

“What does this say about Maria’s bracelet?” 

“We didn’t get that far,” said Mac. “Basically all we know is that Maria 
is part monkey, so we figure she can do what they can do. Jump, swing 
from trees, parkour type moves.” 

“We need to find the section about how to change back,” Maria pointed 
out. 

“I know. We have a lot to read here.” Mac sat down on the patio in the 
lighted spot and spread out the Project Chimera papers in front of him. He 
squinted and held one up to read. Maria sat next to him in the shadows, 
glancing furtively up at Charlie’s window. 

Charlie noticed and realized Maria didn’t want to sit in the light. “I'll 
get a flashlight for you,” she said. She climbed back up the wall to her 
bedroom window, went inside, and grabbed the emergency one from the 
upstairs hallway. She could hear the soft drone of her mom’s voice 
downstairs, so she knew the coast was still clear. She ran back to her room, 
closed the door, and went out the window and down the stucco siding again. 

“Check this out,” said Mac when Charlie sat down. “There’s your dad’s 
name.” He handed her a paper. 

Charlie looked at it. It was the one she’d seen in the warehouse. She 
glanced over the other names, spotting Dr. Quinn Sharma’s, then read the 
page, which was like an introduction letter to the project. “Basically there 
were five biologists from Talos Global assigned to Project Chimera, 
including my father. This is talking about how each of them would 
experiment with a ‘device of their own making.’ So they each got to choose 
the animal powers.” 

“Cool,” said Mac. “I wonder what mine is.” He glanced at Maria, then 
added, “But figuring out Maria’s is more important.” He turned back to his 
papers. 


Maria flashed him a weak smile. “Thanks.” She looked at Charlie. “Did 
Dr. Sharma say why she sent the Mark Five to you?” 

Charlie explained how the device had come to be in her garage and the 
confusion with the names. 

“That is so weird,” Maria said, sounding a bit brighter now. “Mr. Dr. 
Wilde doing crazy inventions like this—did you freak when you found 
out?” 

“Totally.” Charlie looked at the letter again. “It also says here that the 
government wanted my dad and these other scientists to make devices that 
would enhance the United States military. To make our soldiers 
unbeatable.” 

“Wow,” said Maria. “So, are the soldiers who fought us part of the 
military? That doesn’t seem right.” 

“No, they’re not, since Dr. Sharma said the government shut down the 
project before they had a chance to experiment on humans. So they must be 
something that this Dr. Gray guy created.” 

“Who are the other scientists?” asked Mac. “Do you know them, too?” 

“Nope. Besides my dad, we just know Dr. Sharma so far. And she told 
us about Dr. Gray and Dr. Goldstein. The fifth one’s name is . . .” She 
hesitated, then found it on the paper. “Dr. Nubia Jakande.” 

“Hmm.” Maria turned back to her research. She set a page down and 
picked up another one, then set that one down too. 

Mac studied the one in his hand. “Here’s some more about what Talos 
Global does. Biogenetics.” He skimmed the page, then frowned. “It’s all 
just superscientific terms that I don’t understand, about DNA and junk like 
that.” 

“There’s got to be something more about my device,” said Maria, 
growing anxious again. “Isn’t there an instruction manual? Or anything 
written about the Mark Two after it was already made?” 

“T haven’t found anything like that yet,” said Mac. “Maybe since they 
shut down the project before the devices were finished, they never got 
around to writing manuals. That seems like something you’d do after you 
have the device just the way you want it, right?” 

Charlie’s heart sank. She’d been hoping for an instruction manual for 
her device, too. “Yeah, that makes the most sense. But maybe at least we 


can find out what kind of monkey DNA they used in Maria’s. And also 
figure out what animal they used for yours, Mac.” She scoured the pages. 

After a while Maria set down the flashlight. “None of this is helpful. 
I’m stressed out.” She looked frustrated and tired of trying to read through 
the scientific gobbledygook. They were getting nowhere. She stood up and 
hugged herself in the chilly night air, then bounced up and down a little. A 
few minutes later she began testing out her jumping in the shadows. 

Charlie and Mac saw her and exchanged a look. “See if you can get her 
to try out her ability,” Mac whispered. “At least that’ll give us some 
information. We’re not finding anything good in here to help us.” 

Charlie turned to Maria. “You look pretty light on your feet,” she said, 
trying to be casual. “How does it feel? Any different?” 

“A little. I feel springier, I guess.” Maria stopped jumping and looked 
self-conscious. 

“TIl bet you can do stuff like that soldier named Miko. Remember her? 
She’s the one who swung around the street sign.” 

“Yeah,” said Maria. She crossed her arms over her chest and stopped 
jumping. 

“Why not give it a try?” suggested Charlie. “Nobody can see us back 
here. Maybe if we can watch you in action, we’ll be able to figure out more 
about your device.” 

Maria shrugged and looked doubtful. “I don’t know. It feels... 
embarrassing.” 

“Come on, Maria,” Mac said, standing up. “Pll put my armor on too. 
And Charlie can stand in the dark and chirp like a weirdo. We’ll all look 
ridiculous together.” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “Please?” 

Maria sighed. “Fine. I may as well.” 

Mac grabbed the papers and Charlie picked up the flashlight, and they 
followed Maria over to one of several large Ficus trees that lined the cinder- 
block wall around Charlie’s backyard. Charlie automatically started 
chirping in the darkness, and the trees shimmered and turned into silvery 
shadows. After a moment she grew annoyed by the sound. She lifted her 
Sweatshirt up over her mouth and the noise stopped. Things went dark 
again. 

“Well?” Maria said to Mac. “Aren’t you going to put your armor on?” 


“If you insist,” said Mac with a grin, like he’d been dying to mess 
around with his device again but was valiantly putting Maria’s problem 
first. He clicked the buttons like he’d done in the warehouse. 

Maria smiled. “It doesn’t feel so bad when you two are doing weird 
things too.” 

While Mac’s silvery suit flowed out of his device like mercury and 
encased him, Maria reached up for the lowest branch. It was just a little too 
high. She jumped halfheartedly, which sent her springing nimbly into the 
air. She grabbed on to the branch and swung on it, hanging above the 
ground and moving slowly back and forth like a gymnast preparing to start 
a routine. 

“This feels weird,” Maria said. 

“Try something else,” encouraged Charlie through her sweatshirt. “Pull 
yourself up, maybe.” 

Maria frowned, then went along with what Charlie suggested. She did a 
pull-up, then swung her foot around, hooking the back of her knee over the 
branch. She made it look effortless. 

“Wow, that’s great!” said Charlie. “Keep climbing!” 

Maria continued cautiously, reaching for the next branch. “There’re a lot 
of leaves here,” she muttered. “A whole lotta leaves.” 

Charlie turned toward Mac, who had set the envelope on the ground and 
was punching buttons on his device. A second later, a laser light zipped 
around his neck so quickly Charlie almost thought she’d imagined it. 

“Hey!” said Mac. He brought his hands up to the helmet and lifted it off. 
“Its removable. How about that!” 

“Cool!” said Charlie. She glanced at Maria, feeling sorry for her friend, 
then bent and picked up the envelope to try to decipher the papers again. 
She trained the flashlight on the Proposal page they’d looked at before. 
“Hey, Mac, do you see any familiar words at all on this page that might give 
us a clue to what kind of monkey she is?” 

“I noticed some Latin. I was planning to look up the words at home.” 
He put his helmet back on and peered over Charlie’s shoulder, then pointed 
to the terms and sounded them out the best that he could. “Genus Alouatta 
monotypic. Subfamily Alouattinae. Those words sound like they might be 
animal details.” 


“Hmm. Well, you of all people would know.” Mac was a pretty big 
animal fan and knew all sorts of random facts about them. Charlie took the 
sheet from him and scanned it. “What’s this?” She pointed to a line at the 
bottom of the page and read it aloud. “I predict any enhancements will 
subside naturally once subject’s chemical levels return to normal.” 

“So Maria’s fur will go away on its own?” asked Mac. “But when?” 

“When whatever with her chemical levels,” muttered Charlie. It wasn’t 
terribly helpful, since they had no idea how to know what Maria’s chemical 
levels were or what normal was. Charlie handed the paper to Mac, who 
studied it, then shoved it back into the envelope and started messing around 
with his device buttons again. 

Charlie turned to watch Maria, who was still swinging gingerly by one 
hand, then the other, reaching out to get an idea of how far it was to a 
branch in the next tree. She pumped her legs to gain momentum, then 
squealed in fright and let go, flying through the air in order to reach the next 
branch. For a second Charlie thought Maria would come crashing to the 
ground. But she caught the branch and hung on. 

“That was great!” said Mac, forgetting his device for the moment. “Can 
you try to use your tail for something?” 

“Tm not sure how to control it,’ Maria began. And then, “Whoops! 
There we go.” Her tail began batting from side to side. Maria’s face wore a 
look of sheer concentration as she tried to direct the tail to move the way 
she wanted it to. Eventually she flipped it up into the air and its tip wound 
around a higher branch. Immediately the tail released and flopped down. 
Maria’s face fell. She concentrated and flung it up again, and it wound 
around the branch. This time it stayed put. Maria let go of one hand, hung 
on with the other, and tugged on her tail to see if it would stay stuck. It did. 

“Prehensile tail!” said Mac, as if that were a good thing. 

“What does that mean?” Charlie asked. 








“Tt means she can use her tail like an extra hand,” Mac said, growing 
more excited and impressed as Maria cautiously let go of her other hand 
and hung from the branch by her tail. “She should be able to grab on to 


things with it and use it to swing and make her stride longer.” He clunked 
over to her. “You’re doing great, Maria. That’s so awesome.” 

“This is sort of fun,” Maria admitted, growing bolder. She began 
swinging back and forth from her tail, holding her arms out at her sides. 
“Look, I’m flying.” 

Suddenly her tail grip slipped and she began to fall. As Charlie 
automatically sprang forward to catch her, Maria reached out a hand 
instinctively and grabbed a branch, catching herself and swinging around it. 
Then, with a look of terror on her face, she let go, flew through the air, and 
reached for another branch. After a few more moves like that, her look of 
terror turned to determination. She swung around each limb, found her 
rhythm, and soon she was moving from tree to tree around Charlie’s 
backyard. After a moment she came back around to where Mac and Charlie 
were standing and landed only a little shakily on her feet in front of them, 
out of breath but grinning. 

“That was seriously cool,” Charlie said. 

“Yeah?” asked Maria. 

Charlie nodded. 

“Can you scale the wall?” asked Mac. 

Maria looked at the wall, which was about eight feet tall. “I think so,” 
she said. She ran and jumped and caught the top of it with one hand, then 
pulled herself up. “Easy,” she said. “Give me something harder.” 

“Hmm. Okay. Come back down and try a horizontal wall run,” 
suggested Charlie. “Run along the ground, then keep running sideways up 
the wall. Then see if you can push off and leap for a tree limb.” 

Maria raised an eyebrow and tugged at her beard. “All right,” she said. 

While Maria made a few unsuccessful attempts, Mac muttered 
something excitedly under his breath. Charlie turned. “Hey,” she said, 
looking more closely at him. The moon glinted on his armor, but instead of 
it being completely smooth like it had been earlier at the warehouse, she 
could now make out thin lines in a large leaflike pattern covering the suit. 
“How did you do that?” 

“Tm not sure,” he said excitedly. “It looks like I have some sort of 
scales. But they’re stuck flat and they don’t do anything cool as far as I can 
tell.” He clicked his device and Charlie watched. The images on the screens 


on Mac’s bracelet were in black and white, not color like on Charlie’s, and 
it looked like they were missing some words of explanation. 

“What’s that supposed to be?” Charlie asked, pointing to the screen, 
where a dotted outline of an animal was the only thing represented. 

“T think the media part of my device wasn’t quite finished when the 
government shut down the project,” said Mac. “It’s all pretty low tech 
compared to yours. This drawing looks like an anteater.” 

“Is that your device’s animal?” Charlie wrinkled her nose. “An 
anteater?” 

“I hope not,” muttered Mac, but he sounded worried that it might be. “I 
don’t think eating ants is an especially useful ability. Besides, anteaters 
don’t have shells. Maybe it’s an armadillo.” 

“Whatever it is, at least you have protection.” She pounded on his 
shoulder. “Can you feel this?” 

“I can feel the pressure, but it doesn’t hurt at all.” Mac continued 
clicking through the screens. There didn’t seem to be very many options for 
Mac’s suit. When he found himself coming across the same tabs again, his 
shoulders slumped. “That’s it?” 

“Do you think you just overdid it with clicking the buttons and you’re 
stuck in some weird part of it?” 

“Maybe.” Mac looked up. “Especially if the media part wasn’t finished 
—could be like a website glitch, where they forgot to put in the code for a 
home button on one of the pages. Know what I mean?” 

Charlie nodded. 

“T should probably shut it down and see if it will reset.” Mac clicked a 
couple more times and suddenly the suit liquefied and started swiftly 
pouring back into his device. 

“PII bet there are more cool things you can do,” said Charlie. “Whoever 
made this one wouldn’t have put all the fun in just turning the thing on and 
off. It’s got to have more features, like the helmet thing, that you just 
haven’t found yet.” 

“You’re probably right,” said Mac, somewhat cheered by the prospect. 
Soon he looked completely normal again. 

Maria came jogging back to her friends, sweating and breathing hard. “I 
saw you looking through the papers again. Did you find anything else about 
my device?” 


“Only that the ‘enhancements’ will ‘subside naturally.’” said Charlie. 
“That’s good news but not very specific.” 

“So there’s no button to turn it off?” 

“Tt doesn’t look like it,” said Charlie. “But there are a lot of papers that 
we haven’t read yet—we’|l keep searching.” 

“Maybe now that you’ve actually used the abilities, your chemical 
levels will change,” suggested Mac, though the look on his face made it 
obvious that he was just grasping at straws to make Maria feel better. “The 
device could have some sort of sensor that can detect when you’re done 
needing it.” 

Maria remained dubious. “I hope so,” she said. “This fur has got to go 
away soon or I’m in big trouble.” 

Charlie handed the envelope to Mac and glanced at the house. “Maybe 


you two can keep searching for more information tonight. I... I’ve got to 
go inside soon. My mom will freak out if she can’t find me after everything 
that happened today.” 


Their energy deflated. “I’m really sorry about your dad,” Maria said. “I 
hope we didn’t take you away from important stuff. I really appreciate you 
coming outside. I feel a little better.” 

“Yeah, I’m sorry too,” said Mac. “Are you .. . okay?” His eyes shone 
with concern. 

“T think so,” said Charlie. “It’s not like I can do anything to find him at 
the moment.” She took in a deep breath and blew it out. “Besides, I care 
about what happens to you, too. You’re my best friends.” She looked at 
Maria, trying to ignore the beard. “What are you going to do now?” 

“Go home and hope my stepbrothers are keeping my mom and Ken so 
busy that they don’t notice me. And pray that I turn back to normal by 
morning.” 

“T’ll help by distracting them,” said Mac. 

Charlie thought for a moment. “I have a scarf you can borrow. Maybe 
you can cover up most of it.” 

“That would be great, thanks.” 

The three walked back to the house. Charlie climbed up the side and 
disappeared into her bedroom. A moment later she returned to the window 
and tossed a scarf down to Maria. “My mom’s keeping me home from 


school tomorrow. If you need me, call my house. You’ve got the number 
now.” 

“Thanks, Charlie. If this doesn’t go away, I might be staying home too. I 
hope you find your dad soon.” 

“Me too. Good luck,” said Charlie, feeling helpless. 

Maria and Mac waved halfheartedly. Charlie watched them head out 
through the gate into the darkness. 

“Charlie, where are you?” called Mrs. Wilde, her voice faint through the 
closed door. “I could use some help down here.” 

“Coming!” Charlie quickly replaced the screen and closed her window. 
She grabbed the house phone and ran downstairs with it, returning it to its 
charger in the kitchen. 

Her mom was there, cleaning up. “Quinn said it’s pointless to leave the 
house a mess. It’s not like there’ll be any fingerprints because the soldiers 
wore those bodysuits.” 

“PII bet their fingerprints would look really different, anyway,” said 
Charlie, remembering Prowl’s claws. She started resetting the dining room 
chairs. “This feels weird.” 

“Very,” said her mother. Almost in a daze, she and Charlie finished 
straightening up the kitchen and moved on to the dining room. Andy, back 
in the chair with Jessie, stayed focused on his comic book while the dog 
occasionally licked his face. 

“Hey, Andy,” said Charlie. “Wanna come help us clean?” 

Andy didn’t move. 

“Leave him alone for now,” Charlie’s mom said quietly. “I had a good 
talk with him while you were upstairs. This is a lot for a ten-year-old to 
handle. He’s trying to cope the best way he knows how.” 

Charlie watched her brother thoughtfully. There was a big part of her 
that wanted to crawl into bed with a book and hide inside it forever. She 
didn’t blame Andy for wanting to escape with a comic. 

They continued cleaning. When Charlie grew warm from all the work, 
she took off her sweatshirt and was reminded of the warehouse all over 
again—she still wore the T-shirt that was covered in blood and full of rips 
from her fight with Prowl. 

“Charlie!” said Mrs. Wilde. “What in the world? Are you okay? When 
did this happen?” She rushed over to examine her daughter while Andy 


looked up from his chair. His face turned pale. 

“Its okay,” Charlie assured them. “I’m fine. The healing power is 
working fast. It doesn’t even hurt anymore.” She glanced at Andy and gave 
him a reassuring smile. “I’m okay, really. See?” She pulled down on her 
Sleeve, revealing her shoulder through the neck hole. The cuts had all 
closed and were scabbed over, well on their way to healing. 

“Well, that’s a relief,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

Charlie went over to Andy so he could see up close. Then she knelt and 
showed him the starfish pulsing on the device screen. “That means it’s 
healing me.” 

“That’s pretty cool,” said Andy. “I want one.” 

“Your bracelet really is incredible,’ Mrs. Wilde said. “It would be 
amazing to have something like that in the ER, you know? To slap it on a 
trauma patient for a bit and watch him heal right up . . .” She paused, lost in 
thought, then murmured, “It would change the world.” 

“Maybe then you wouldn’t have to work so much,” said Charlie 
wistfully. 

Mom looked at Charlie. “Maybe,” she said. “But for now I’m going to 
take a leave of absence from my job until this nightmare is over.” She 
looked at Charlie’s shirt again. “Let’s throw this thing away, okay?” 


It didn’t take as long as Charlie expected to get the house looking back to 
normal, though reminders of the break-in remained. One of the six dining 
chairs was broken beyond repair and two of the family pictures that had 
been on the walls were smashed, the photographs scratched. While Mrs. 
Wilde went for the vacuum cleaner, Charlie picked up the loose photos and 
focused on her dad’s smiling face. Carefully she wiped the shards of glass 
away, then brought one of the photos to the refrigerator and secured it there 
with magnets so they’d be able to look at the family every time they walked 
by. 

Once their nerves had settled enough to allow them to grow hungry, it 
was already way past their bedtimes. They rummaged through the kitchen 
looking for food. 

“Do you think we could all camp out in your room tonight, Mom?” 
asked Andy as he fixed a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “I don’t want to 
sleep in my room alone.” 


Under normal circumstances Charlie wouldn’t want to do something 
like that. But tonight wasn’t normal. “Yeah. Can we, Mom?” 

“Td love that,” she said. “I get the bed.” Her smile was strained. 

“T guess that means we get the floor, kid,” Charlie said to Andy. 

“Rats,” said Andy. 

After they finished their late-night snacks, the kids pulled sleeping bags 
out of storage and set up their area together. Charlie was worried she 
wouldn’t be able to sleep because of all the crazy things that rushed through 
her head. Had Maria made it inside without anyone noticing her monkey- 
fur head and beard? Was Dad okay? Was he thinking of them, too? Charlie 
hoped he wasn’t worrying about them like she was worrying about him. But 
after all the physical and emotional exertion she’d been through that day, it 
didn’t take long before she drifted off into a dreamless sleep. 


When she woke, the sun was streaming into the bedroom. Her mom’s 
blankets were tousled, but she wasn’t in bed, and for a moment Charlie 
panicked. But then she smelled breakfast cooking. Andy was still passed 
out on the floor beside her, with Fat Princess curled up next to his face and 
Big Kitty on top of the sleeping bag near his feet, keeping watch through 
slit eyes. Charlie could hear Jessie’s dog collar tags jangling in the kitchen. 
She stared at the ceiling. Her stomach churned and her heart sank as she 
was jolted into remembering everything that had happened the previous 
day. How had her father slept? Was he all right? And Maria—had she 
changed back into her normal self? 

She sat up and searched the area for her phone and found it on the 
dresser, attached by the charging cord to an outlet nearby. Her mom must 
have plugged it in for her. Charlie grimaced—no doubt her mom had also 
noticed the rough shape it was in. She crawled over to it and checked the 
time. Nearly ten o’clock. Maria and Mac would be in school. Or at least 
Mac would be. 

She unplugged it, got up, and went into the kitchen in search of her 
mother, who was cracking eggs into a bowl. 

“Hi, Mom.” 

“Good morning. Hungry?” 

“Sure.” Charlie decided not to mention that this was the most cooking 
she’d seen her mother do since they’d moved here. 


“Mac stopped by. Nice kid. He was just making sure you were okay.” 

“Was Maria here too?” 

“No, just him.” 

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” 

“We had such a late night last night—I wanted you to sleep. Besides, he 
couldn’t stay. He was on his way to school and he looked kind of anxious, 
like he was worried about being late or something.” 

“Did he say anything about Maria?” 

“He said she was staying home from school today. Sounds like she’s not 
feeling well.” 

“Dang,” Charlie muttered. That meant she hadn’t changed back. 

Mom looked sidelong at Charlie. “I don’t suppose you know if your 
friends have told anybody about what happened to you all yesterday.” 

“Mac and Maria wouldn’t.” Charlie looked guilty and confessed, 
“They’ve known about my bracelet for a while. It’s top secret. Mac’s been 
trying to deactivate it so I can take it off, but we haven’t had any luck so far 
finding the access code.” She frowned, thinking she needed more time with 
those Project Chimera files. “I’m not sure about Kelly, though. She 
promised not to say anything, but I don’t really trust her all that much.” 

Charlie’s mom poured the egg mixture into a skillet. “I’m really not sure 
what to do,” she began. “I don’t want more people to know about this 
because that would put Dad at risk, but what about their parents? I feel 
responsible for telling them what happened.” She sighed. “This is 
complicated.” 

“Maybe we can ask Dr. Sharma what we should do. I don’t want my 
friends to get in any trouble or anything. When will she be here?” 

“In about an hour. She called a few minutes ago and said she just landed 
at the airport. She’s bringing someone else to help us—I’m not clear on 
exactly who.” 

“That’s a relief. Then we can try to find Dad?” 

“I hope so. Pm glad she’s not wasting any time. I can’t stand not 
knowing what’s going on.” 

“Yeah, me too.” With her father, for sure, but also with Maria. Charlie 
was quiet for a moment. Then she dug her toe into the rug and twisted it 
around. “So-o-o .. . you Saw my phone.” 


“Yes. We’ll get you a replacement today. I don’t ever want you to be 
without a phone. Not anymore.” 

Charlie nodded. “Thanks, Mom.” 

“Just stay out of situations that would do that to your phone again, 
okay? They’re expensive.” 

Charlie couldn’t promise that. What if someone needed her? “Sure,” she 
said uneasily. But she knew that if those soldiers came back, or if they got 
between her and her father or anyone else she loved, she wasn’t going to 
worry about keeping her phone in pristine condition. She was going to fight 
with everything she had. 


CHAPTER 8 
Getting Some Answers 


By the time Dr. Quinn Sharma’s rental car pulled into the driveway, 
Charlie, Andy, and their mother were anxious to get moving on a rescue 
plan. Every minute that passed with Mr. Wilde’s whereabouts unknown 
made them feel more and more helpless. 

Two women got out of the car. The driver started toward the house 
while the other woman went to the backseat to get a duffel bag. Andy held 
Jessie back so she wouldn’t run outside or jump on the visitors, and Mrs. 
Wilde opened the door, not even waiting for the woman to knock. “Hi, I’m 
Diana.” 

“Quinn Sharma,” said the driver. Dr. Sharma was a medium-sized 
woman with dark golden skin, glasses, and thick brown hair pulled back 
into a low ponytail. A few loose wisps framed her face. She wore a navy- 
blue business suit with a slightly rumpled white blouse, and she looked tired 
but alert. She held out her hand in greeting. 

Mrs. Wilde shook it warmly as the other woman closed the back door of 
the rental car and walked briskly toward them. 

“This is my former colleague and friend, Erica Sabbith,” Dr. Sharma 
said. “She’s an engineer at Talos Global—she’s been there since Charles 
and I and the others were working on Project Chimera.” 

Erica was tall, broad-shouldered, and had the athletic build of an 
American Ninja Warrior contestant, Charlie thought. She had short, spiky, 
jet-black hair and didn’t smile. Tattoos started near each of her wrists and 
ran up and out of sight under her sleeves. “Nice to meet you.” 

“Did you work on Project Chimera too?” Mrs. Wilde asked her. 

“I was in a different department, but I knew about it,” said Ms. Sabbith. 


“We’ve been friends for a long time,” said Dr. Sharma. “When I reached 
a dead end trying to contact our old government liaison, I turned to her. She 
was able to get away to help us—she has access to equipment we’ ll need. 
Shall we go inside and talk?” 

Charlie’s and Andy’s eyes widened and they stepped aside. 

“Of course,” Mrs. Wilde said. If she was intimidated, she was hiding it 
well. She shooed the cats out of the way and ushered the women inside. 
Immediately Ms. Sabbith pulled a black wandlike device out of her bag and 
began to wave it around the furniture, walls, and air vents. “Excuse me, 
what are you doing?” asked Mrs. Wilde. 

“Looking for bugs,” Ms. Sabbith said softly. 

Andy looked confused until Charlie whispered in his ear, “Recording 
devices, not insects.” 

“Oh,” said Andy. 

Soon Ms. Sabbith finished her search. “All clear,” she said, and sat 
down with Dr. Sharma and the three Wildes around the dining table. Quinn 
opened her briefcase and took out a folder. “Here are some photos of Dr. 
Gray,” she said, sliding them to Mrs. Wilde. “I thought they might be useful 
so you know who we’re dealing with.” 

“Thanks.” Mrs. Wilde glanced at the photos and showed them to the 
kids. 

Charlie studied the photos of a gangly man in his midfifties with salt- 
and-pepper hair. He wore a white lab coat in one of the photos. 

Ms. Sabbith turned to Charlie. “I understand from Quinn that you can’t 
get the Mark Five off your wrist. Would you mind if I have a look?” 

“Sure,” said Charlie. She hesitated, then got up and went over to the 
woman and held out her wrist. 

Dr. Sharma leaned closer so she could see too. Erica gently turned 
Charlie’s wrist so they could get a view of all sides. 

“Quinn, is this metal titanium?” Ms. Sabbith asked. 

“Yes. All of the bracelets were made with it.” 

Ms. Sabbith nodded. “And what would happen if we lasered this off 
her? Would it still work?” 

“You might be able to cut cleanly through the clasp without destroying 
it, but I can’t guarantee that.” 


Charlie cringed. Now that they had the files, she was hoping to find a 
clue that would tell her how to unlock the device. But if she did, would she 
have to give them the bracelet? She wasn’t sure she wanted to be without it 
now. 

“We don’t want to risk that.” Ms. Sabbith turned thoughtfully back to 
Charlie, who sighed with relief and showed her how to get to the other 
screens on the device. She talked through what each one was for. 

“Charlie,” said Dr. Sharma, “I’m curious about a few things. Can you 
describe the attackers? And why do you think they’re soldiers?” 

“We call them soldiers because Mac heard them talking, and they said 
soldier kinds of words, like ‘ten-four’ and junk like that. And one of them 
called the other ‘soldier’ once too. All of them wore similar full bodysuits. 
All black. They had goggles covering their eyes so you couldn’t really tell 
where they were looking. And they all had different abilities. Like Cyke,” 
she said, growing a bit more comfortable the more she talked. “He was just 
huge and strong and could run really fast, but he couldn’t climb a tree—not 
even a little bit without falling. But then Miko was small and super agile, 
Swinging around a street sign and leaping off.” She thought of Maria’s tail 
and realized Miko hadn’t seemed to have one. “She might be a 
chimpanzee.” 

“So you know their names?” asked Dr. Sharma. 

“Not all of them.” 

“How many soldiers are there all together, would you say?” 

“Three from the first attack on Maria and me. They were Cyke, Miko, 
and one with really sharp claws—I call her the Claw Woman. And three 
different ones kidnapped Mac, but Maria and I met them in the warehouse. 
It’s not always easy to tell them apart—until you fight them. Then you get a 
better sense of who they are.” 

Dr. Sharma almost smiled. “I can imagine. Sounds like you’re pretty 
tough.” 

“I have to be now,” said Charlie solemnly. “I have a responsibility.” 

“Well, you’re like me, then,” said Ms. Sabbith. “My responsibility is to 
set you all up so you can find your dad and get him home.” 

“That’s good,” said Charlie. 

Andy broke in. “Ms. Sabbith, did you know my dad when he worked at 
Talos Global?” 


“Yes,” said Ms. Sabbith, “I knew all the biologists.” 

“So you would recognize him if you saw him?” 

“Yes, definitely.” 

“Oh,” said Andy. He seemed pleased with the answer. 

Dr. Sharma leaned in. “Next question,” she said. “Where is this 
warehouse?” 

Charlie described how to get there, then found it on a map on her mom’s 
phone, since hers was broken. 

And then Dr. Sharma asked the question Charlie was dreading. “Did 
you happen to see any other devices in the warehouse when you were 
looking around?” 

The words hung in the air. Charlie didn’t want to get her friends in 
trouble. But she couldn’t lie to this woman. Not with her father’s life in 
danger. 

“Well,” Charlie began, “yeah, we did.” She looked at the floor, feeling 
very guilty. “My friends Mac, Maria, and Kelly each have one of them.” 

Mrs. Wilde, Dr. Sharma, and Ms. Sabbith all looked surprised. Mrs. 
Wilde gave Charlie a sharp look. “Charlie!” 

“You didn’t mention that,” said Dr. Sharma, alarmed. “This could be a 
serious problem—none of the devices were finished or tested on humans.” 
Then she narrowed her eyes, confused. “Wait. All three of them, you said? 
Do they have Victor’s prototype too? Because Jack has the one he made. 
Or... at least he did.” Her confused look turned to concern. “I wonder if 
he’s ...,” she began, then she paused and sighed, closing her eyes. 

Charlie wondered what was going on. But then Dr. Sharma opened her 
eyes again and looked sternly at Charlie. “We need those bracelets back.” 


CHAPTER 9 
More Trouble 


Ave my friends going to be in trouble?” asked Charlie. “I mean, I don’t 
want them to be. They helped me and it isn’t even their dad who’s missing 
and—” 

“They’re not in trouble,” interrupted Dr. Sharma. “But those devices are 
very powerful, as you’ve already figured out. And they’re also supposed to 
be top secret, so I’d feel a lot more comfortable if they are back in our 
hands.” 

Charlie gave her a fearful look. “But the soldiers know who they are 
now, so they need the bracelets to protect themselves and their families! 
That’s why we took them in the first place!” 

Dr. Sharma paused and was quiet for a moment, thinking it through. 
“But if they’re seen with or using them, that could cause Gray to be 
suspicious or think we’re up to something. Have any of them activated the 
devices?” 

Charlie pressed her lips together. “Yeah, Mac used his,” she said in a 
small voice. Yesterday she’d conveniently left out the part where Mac had 
fought alongside her, but she didn’t see any way to protect him now. “Maria 
did, too—she turned into some sort of monkey. Kelly put one on her wrist, 
but I don’t know if it activated or not. Nothing happened when she did it.” 

Dr. Sharma stared at Charlie. “A monkey? With monkey features?” 

“Y-yes. She stayed home from school.” 

“What?” cried Mrs. Wilde. 

The biologist frowned. “I don’t like how this is going. Have Maria’s 
parents found out?” 

“I don’t know,” said Charlie miserably. 





But Dr. Sharma had made up her mind. “We can’t afford to let word get 
out about what these devices do. If Maria’s parents learn that Maria’s DNA 
has been altered and they go after anybody, we won’t be able to stop the 
information from traveling. And if Dr. Gray finds out and feels threatened, 
it’ll put Charles in danger. Erica, let’s bring the three kids and their parents 
here now. We’ll come up with a plan in the car. Meanwhile, Diana, if you 
could get Charlie a working phone, that would be great.” 

“You’re going to tell their parents?” asked Mrs. Wilde. “I think that’s 
best—they need to know what’s been happening.” 

“We’ll tell them something, Diana,” promised Dr. Sharma. “I’m just not 
sure what yet. But this is our responsibility now—I need you to follow my 
lead and let me handle things. Okay?” 

Mrs. Wilde looked relieved. “Okay.” 

“We’ll meet you back here.” Dr. Sharma looked to the Wildes for 
confirmation that they understood. They nodded solemnly. 

“Good. Once we have your friends here and the equipment accounted 
for, Erica and I will set up reconnaissance at the warehouse to see if the 
soldiers are still there, or if they’ve left any clues about Charles. Okay?” 

“Sounds good,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

Charlie quickly called Maria before they left. When she didn’t answer, 
Charlie started worrying about her again. She left a voice mail letting her 
know Dr. Sharma was coming. Then Charlie and her brother and mom went 
to get a new phone. 


A couple of hours later, Dr. Sharma called Diana to say they were heading 
back to the Wildes’ house with all the parents agreeing to meet them there. 
Shortly after, Charlie had a brand-new phone with all of her contacts 
transferred. 

As soon as Charlie got back to the car, she texted Maria. “Got a new 
phone. Is everything okay? Why didn’t you answer when I called?” 

A moment later the reply came. “Long story. We’re in your family 
room, and boy, is my mom mad.” After that she put a string of sad-face 
emojis. 

“What do you mean?” Charlie texted. 

There was no reply for a long moment, and then Maria texted, “You’|l 
see when you get here.” 


A few minutes later, Charlie and her family arrived home. Mrs. Wilde 
guided Andy toward the stairs and sent him up to his room to give the older 
kids some semi-privacy to talk. Charlie flew into the family room. Ms. 
Sabbith sat in a side chair with a wireless device in her ear, watching 
something intently on her phone. Kelly looked sullen in another. Maria and 
Mac were on the couch. Maria wore a baseball cap on her head and 
Charlie’s scarf around her neck, and she sat . . . lopsided. The device was 
still on her wrist, and her face wore an expression of misery. 

“What’s going on?” said Charlie. “Is everybody okay?” 

Maria looked up at her friend, and Charlie could see her eyes were red 
from crying. “Maria,” Charlie said, going over to her. “It’s going to be okay. 
These people are on our side. I promise.” 

“Its not that,” Maria said quietly. “It’s .. . I couldn’t answer my phone 
earlier because my mom saw me. With the scarf off.” 


CHAPTER 10 
Scrambling for a Story 


Charlie paled, trying to imagine what Maria’s mother must be thinking 
after seeing her daughter with monkey fur. “Oh no,” she whispered. “What 
happened? What did you tell her?” 

Maria started crying. “When I told my mom I was sick and had to stay 
home from school, she was busy helping get the boys ready, so she didn’t 
check on me right away. I thought I was in the clear. But later she came into 
my room and made me take the scarf off. Obviously she freaked—thank 
goodness she didn’t see the tail. I panicked and came up with a story about 
it being a science experiment—I’m sorry, I didn’t know what else to say! I 
didn’t tell her anything important. She was about to take me to the hospital 
when Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith came to the door. So I babbled to them 
what I’d told her. Dr. Sharma is in your den with the parents now, fixing 
things.” 

“That was a really smart thing to say, actually, Maria,” said Ms. Sabbith, 
looking up from her phone. “If there’s something we know about, it’s 
science. And you clued us in right away so we could run with it. Don’t 
worry. Sharma and I are working on it as we speak.” She flipped apps and 
typed something. 

“See?” said Mac to Maria. “I told you. You did good.” 

“Did you try taking the bracelet off again?” asked Charlie. 

Maria nodded and Mac spoke up. “I read some more of the Project 
Chimera papers this morning and found out her device won’t come off 
when it’s in Active mode. Her screen says it’s locked for safety measures. I 
guess that’s so no enemies can take it off during fights.” 

Charlie went over to Maria and attempted a gentle hug. Maria stiffened, 
and Charlie quickly let go and tried not to stare at the wisps of fur that 


poked out from under the scarf. “I’m so sorry,” she said softly. She turned 
to Mac. “Did you figure anything else out?” 

“She’s a howler monkey,” said Mac. “I looked up the Latin name. She 
resembles pictures I found of the monkeys at the Phoenix Zoo.” 

Maria’s face screwed up and more tears came. “Worst monkey ever.” 

“Well,” said Charlie gently, trying to be positive, “there are a lot of 
really great things you can do now.” 

Mac began nodding. “Yeah. The way you were running up walls and 
leaping all over the place—you’re destined to be a parkour professional,” 
he said. “Maybe you could show Kelly some of your tricks.” 

Kelly raised an eyebrow. 

Maria gave Mac a look of death. “Not right now. I’m sort of freaking 
out here about my mother, in case you can’t tell.” 

“Sorry,” said Mac. 

After everything that Maria had done the previous night, Charlie was 
dying to see what else she could do. If she could use her feet like weapons 
the way Miko had done, Maria could be really helpful in a fight. And with 
the prehensile tail, even better! But Charlie knew better than to say anything 
right now when her friend was feeling so bad. It must’ve been a huge shock 
to her mother. How was Dr. Sharma going to explain this? And even more 
stressing was wondering if the changes were permanent, like the soldiers’ 
features seemed to be. “Maybe we can make you a bodysuit like the 
soldiers have,” she said weakly. 

That made Maria cry even harder. She bent forward and put her hands 
over her eyes. “I don’t want that. Charlie, you’ve got to help me. I need to 
change back. Like, now. Or my mother will never believe them.” 

“Pll help you, I promise!” said Charlie, though she had no idea how. 
She whirled around to Ms. Sabbith, who was typing furiously. Charlie 
waited until she looked up, then asked, “What can we do about Maria?” 

“Do you have the envelope Mac mentioned a few minutes ago?” Ms. 
Sabbith asked. 

“No,” said Mac. “I left it hidden under my bed.” 

“Hmm,” said Ms. Sharma, distracted by what she was listening to. 
“Sorry, I’m an engineer, not a biologist. Hopefully Dr. Sharma will be able 
to help you soon.” 


Maria cried harder and began to howl. She clamped her hands over her 
mouth. 

Charlie glanced helplessly at Kelly, unsure what to do. 

Kelly shrugged. “It’s probably better just to not talk about it right now,” 
she said quietly. “Everything anybody says just makes her more upset.” 

Charlie nodded. “Yeah, good point. I’m sorry, Maria.” She glanced at 
Kelly’s wrist. She wasn’t wearing her bracelet, which was a good sign. 
“You haven’t tried out your bracelet yet, have you, Kelly?” 

Kelly’s eyes flitted to the side, then she returned her gaze to Charlie. 
“Uh, no.” 

“Where is it?” 

“Its a dud, actually. Doesn’t work.” 

“So you tried to activate it?” 

“I don’t know. Yeah. I pushed the buttons, okay?” She glanced uneasily 
at Ms. Sabbith, who had looked up from her phone again. 

“Didn’t you bring it with you?” asked Charlie. “Dr. Sharma needs it.” 

“No. Like I said, it doesn’t work, anyway. I threw it in the trash. Don’t 
worry about it.” 

Charlie gave an impatient sigh. But then she realized that she was no 
longer in charge. Kelly was Dr. Sharma’s problem now. A flood of relief 
washed through Charlie—it was awesome not having to wrangle Kelly. 
“Okay, fine, whatever,’ she mumbled. She looked at Mac, who was 
awkwardly trying to console Maria, and gave him a small smile. His 
bracelet was on his wrist, and Charlie knew for a fact his worked. “Did you 
have a chance to search for information for your device, Mac?” 

“No. I was focused on Maria,” he said. “But like we were guessing last 
night when we saw that screen, the suit is probably some kind of an 
exoskeleton, like an armadillo.” 

“Or one of those roly-poly bugs?” asked Kelly. 

Mac smirked. “Sure. Just like that.” 

“I mean it. Your device makes a silver suit of armor for you, after all. 
Silver is close to gray, like those icky bugs.” 

“Yeah, well, I won’t be just rolling up and hiding when I’m faced with 
danger, you know. I did pretty good fighting yesterday.” 

“True.” Kelly shrugged and looked out the window. 


“So, what about you two?” Charlie asked Kelly and Mac. “What do 
your parents know?” 

Mac’s face turned glum. “My mom and Kelly’s dad were with Dr. 
Sharma when they came to pull us out of school. I don’t know what she said 
to them, but somehow they agreed to come here to talk things through.” 

Ms. Sabbith looked up suddenly. “Okay, kids,” she said. “I’ve been 
secretly on FaceTime with Dr. Sharma all this time, so that I’?d know what 
she’s been saying and could tell you. She told your parents that what 
happened to Maria is a harmless science experiment gone wrong. She’s 
saying the bracelets are simulators, and Maria’s created the illusion of a 
monkey’s beard.” 

“Whoa,” said Maria. “Not sure Maytée’s gonna buy that.” 

“Now she’s telling them that Diana just got home, and she’s asking the 
three parents to sit tight in the den for a few minutes while she gets her.” 

Charlie heard the sound of the den door. A moment later Dr. Sharma 
came into the dining room. Spying Mrs. Wilde in the kitchen, she went 
quickly to her and spoke quietly for a long moment. 

Mrs. Wilde frowned, then nodded and went to the den. Dr. Sharma 
stopped in the living room. “Everybody keeping up with the story?” 

Ms. Sabbith nodded. “Smart idea to FaceTime.” 

“I just sent Diana in there to tell the other parents that the devices were 
Charles’s for his college class and that you kids got into them unknowingly 
—you thought they were cool-looking and tried them on.” 

“My mom’s not going to believe this,” Maria said, still crying. 

Dr. Sharma walked toward the girl and softly laid a hand on her 
shoulder. “I know this is hard. Just trust me. I think I can get her to believe 
me. Though it would help if you could change back before I get done with 
them.” 

Charlie sat up. “We read something last night from a Project Chimera 
file. It said that Maria would change back naturally when her chemical 
balance returned to normal. Or something like that.” 

“Hmm,” said Dr. Sharma. “I’d like to see those files.” 

Charlie explained why they didn’t have them at the moment. 

Dr. Sharma looked at Maria’s wrist. “What device do you have?” 

“We think it’s the Mark Two,” she said. 


Dr. Sharma tapped her lips thoughtfully. “Dr. Jakande created that one.” 
She paused for a long moment, then looked at Ms. Sabbith in the chair. 
“Any luck finding her?” 

“Not yet.” 

“What’s happening in the den?” Dr. Sharma asked. 

“They’re asking questions, saying it was careless to leave the bracelets 
lying around where kids could get them. Diana is agreeing and being 
regretful.” 

“She’s great.” Dr. Sharma looked back at Maria. “So, how long have 
you been like this?” 

“Since I activated the bracelet yesterday.” 

“You haven’t changed back at all?” 

“No,” said Maria. 

“From what Charlie said, it sounds like the Mark Two is designed to 
affect the wearer only when he or she is under duress. And then you should 
change back to normal once your body calms down. Sort of like. . .” 

“Like you’re a werewolf?” asked Mac. 

“A werewolf?!” howled Maria. Mac covered his ears and Kelly cringed. 

“Definitely a howler monkey,” muttered Mac. 

“In a way I suppose a were—a weremonkey is an accurate description. 
Although the change is not lunar controlled.” 

“You’ve got to admit that’s kind of cool,” said Mac to Maria. 

“Tt’s horrible!” she replied. 

“At least it’s not permanent,” reasoned Charlie. “We hope.” 

“Maria, you should change back to normal once your anxiety level goes 
down. I’m not surprised it has stayed elevated all this time. This was quite a 
shock to you, I’m sure, and the longer you stay in this condition, the more 
stress it creates. Try some relaxation exercises. Have you ever done yoga- 
style stretches? Or meditation? Look those up online and yov’ll see what to 
do.” 

“Parents are getting restless,” Ms. Sabbith warned. 

They heard a man’s loud but muffled voice coming from the den, and 
Kelly shifted uneasily in her chair. Then she got up and went over to Maria 
and Dr. Sharma. “I take yoga classes and meditation,” she said. “Pll help 
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you. 


“Oh, good.” Dr. Sharma looked relieved, but then glanced anxiously at 
the hallway. “I should go. Pll be back in a bit, but Pl stall to give you time 
to work on this. Play along with the story when your parents come out, all 
right? We’ll get you out of this mess. I promise, Maria. You can count on 
me.” 

Leaving Maria looking calmer and more optimistic, Dr. Sharma 
disappeared to the den. 

Kelly guided Maria through the basic techniques that would allow her to 
grow calm. After several minutes, the beard and fur melted away. 

“You did it!” exclaimed Charlie. 

Maria opened her eyes and sat up. She touched her chin and head and 
patted her backside. “It’s gone!” she cried. “Oh, Kelly! Thank you! I’m so 
relieved.” She blew out a breath, then checked the lock screen of her 
bracelet. It had deactivated, and she swiftly released the latch. She slid the 
bracelet off and thrust it at Charlie. “Here—it’s all yours.” 

Kelly went back to her chair and stared sulkily out the window. Soon 
the den door opened again and the adult voices became more distinct, 
especially the man’s. “That’s my dad,” she said, though everyone had 
figured that out by now. She stood abruptly, a nervous look on her face. Mr. 
Parker appeared and stopped just outside the room to shoot off a retort to 
Dr. Sharma. He had strawberry-blond hair with a receding hairline, and his 
face was red with anger or sunburn—it was hard to tell which. He wore a 
pink polo shirt, khaki pants, and golf shoes, and looked extremely annoyed. 

Charlie watched Kelly curiously. Kelly was fidgeting with her hair, 
anxiously pulling it in and out of a hair tie. She’d never seen Kelly act like 
that before. Knowing that Kelly’s parents were getting divorced, Charlie 
felt a wave of compassion for her sort-of friend. She went over to her and 
touched her elbow. “Are you okay?” she whispered, keeping her eye on Mr. 
Parker. 

“Yeah.” 

Mr. Parker waved his hand dismissively toward the other parents, then 
bellowed out, “Kelly! Do you have some sort of machine to give back to 
them?” 

“No,” said Kelly. “It—mine didn’t work.” 

“Well, come on, then, and quit wasting my time.” 

Kelly let out a breath and closed her eyes briefly. “I’ve got to go.” 


“Bye,” said Charlie, feeling helpless. Still, there was a part of Charlie 
that wanted to tell Kelly she wouldn’t be in this mess if she’d just gone 
home yesterday when Charlie had told her to. 

Mac’s mom came out of the hallway next and pushed past Mr. Parker 
into the living room, shooting a disdainful glance at the man as she did so, 
like she’d spent more than enough time with him today. Mrs. Barnes was 
tall and slender, dressed in a sleek black pantsuit with a pinstriped, button- 
down blouse. Her skin was dark brown like Mac’s, and she wore her short 
hair in a natural afro. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Claudia Barnes. You must be 
Charlie.” 

“Yes,” said Charlie. She glanced at Mac and then back to his mother. 
“Pm sorry about . . . everything.” 

“Well, it’s over now,” said Mrs. Barnes. She peered at Maria. “I don’t 
see any fur.” 

“T got the bracelet off. The simulator thing, I mean,” said Maria. “So it’s 
all gone now.” 

Charlie nodded. “Yep. Just an illusion.” 

“All right,” Ms. Sabbith said. “Mac, if you turn over the equipment, 
you’re free to go with your mom.” 

“Ooo-kay,” he said, and reluctantly stood up. He unclipped his device 
from his arm and handed it to Ms. Sabbith. “Bye, I guess,” he said. 

“Bye,” echoed Charlie and Maria. 

Mac and his mother walked out together. 

Maria’s mother finished talking with Dr. Sharma and came into the 
living room. 

Maytée looked at Maria, who now wore the scarf loosely around her 
neck, and let out a breath of relief. “It’s gone. Dios mio, child. You had me 
worried.” 

Maria smiled weakly. “Sorry, Mama.” 

Maytée shook her head and almost smiled. “It’s okay. Come on. 
j Vamos!” 

Maria stood up quickly. 

“Here,” Charlie said to Dr. Sharma, holding out Maria’s device. “This 
one is hers.” 

“Thank you.” Dr. Sharma smiled politely at Maria’s mother as the two 
prepared to go. “And thank you, ma’am,” she said. 


Maria turned to Charlie. “See you tomorrow, Chuck,” she said brightly. 
“Big make-up game after school. Can’t wait.” 

Charlie had forgotten about their soccer game. “Me too,” she said, 
trying to sound enthusiastic. 

Maytée looked over her daughter thoroughly, inspecting her neck and 
head. “I still don’t quite understand how a simulator could make that seem 
so real,” she said, sounding a bit suspicious still. 

“Science and technology are amazing,” said Ms. Sabbith firmly. “It’s 
wonderful when kids get so interested in them, isn’t it?” 

“I suppose that’s true,” said Maria’s mom, softening a bit. “Pl let you 
know if I have any other concerns. And thank you.” 

Finally only Dr. Wilde and her children remained with Dr. Sharma and 
Ms. Sabbith. They reconvened around the dining table and let out a 
collective breath of relief. 

“T think we did it,” said Ms. Sabbith. 

Dr. Sharma nodded. “Nice work, Diana,” she said. “Mr. Parker seemed 
to settle down after you took responsibility for being careless with the 
college’s simulators. He was angry at Kelly, but he believed our story. He 
seemed more upset about being pulled away from his golf game.” 

“I hope this will die down by tomorrow,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

“I think it will,” said Dr. Sharma. She laid the devices out in front of 
her. “Wait—where’s Kelly’s? 

“That’s another problem,” explained Ms. Sabbith. 

“What? Why?” 

“She said it was a dud. She threw it away.” 

“She did what?” said Dr. Sharma, alarmed. “Which one did she have?” 

“The Mark Four, I believe.” 

Dr. Sharma’s face turned hard. “The Mark Four—that was my creation. 
And I can assure you it is not a dud.” 


CHAPTER 11 
To the Warehouse 


Charlie wasn’t sure what to think about Kelly and the Mark Four. It was 
just like her to carelessly throw something away if it didn’t suit her needs. 
But Dr. Sharma seemed sure that the device couldn’t possibly be a dud— 
even though she admitted she’d never had a chance to test it. After some 
debate Dr. Sharma reluctantly concluded that there was a possibility Kelly 
was right. And it wouldn’t matter much either way since it was on its way 
to the dump by now. 

“So what’s next?” Charlie’s mom asked Dr. Sharma. “I’m anxious about 
Charles.” 

“He’s next.” Dr. Sharma caught Ms. Sabbith’s eye. “Erica and I will 
head out to the warehouse to see what if anything is happening there. 
Hopefully we’ll at least get a clue to Charles’s whereabouts.” She paused 
and turned to Mrs. Wilde. “I know you’!l want to stay home with Andy, but 
we’d like to have Charlie with us so she can talk us through the layout of 
the property while Erica scouts around the property and inside.” 

Charlie’s mom blinked. “I’m not sure about that,” she said. 

“Tt’ll really help us figure out what’s happening.” 

Dr. Wilde turned to Charlie, and Charlie could see the indecision on her 
mother’s face. “It’s fine, Mom,” she said. “Ill be fine. I was there when it 
was teeming with soldiers and I came away from that no problem.” 

“That’s true,” Mrs. Wilde admitted. 

Andy came creeping down the stairs from his room. “I’m hungry,” he 
said. “What’s for lunch?” 

Mrs. Wilde stood up automatically to help him, still frowning. “I’m just 
thinking it through, Charlie,” she said. “I mean, it’s one thing having you in 


the loop from the safety of home, but totally something else having you be a 
part of some stealth mission. It feels risky.” 

Charlie was about to point out to her mother that their home wasn’t 
exactly a place of safety either, since the soldiers had broken in, but Ms. 
Sabbith jumped in. 

“Tt’s just a recon effort at this point, Dr. Wilde,” she said. “Charlie won’t 
be going inside. We’re just trying to gather intelligence. Maybe stick a 
camera on a tree somewhere to observe the exterior.” 

“Pll have my bracelet in case anything bad happens,” Charlie pointed 
out. 

Dr. Wilde studied the other women, then sighed. “All right, that sounds 
safe enough.” 

“And if you don’t mind, we’d like to test Charlie’s abilities. Since the 
soldiers are animal hybrids, seeing Charlie’s abilities in action may give us 
a better idea of what to expect with them.” 

“You can’t really force-test my abilities,” Charlie pointed out. “I mean, 
we can, but the powers aren’t always there—I can’t just turn them on when 
I want. They kick in at certain times. Like the ‘fight or flight’ intuition that 
animals have. So you can’t, you know, ask me to lift up a Dumpster or 
something.” 

“Ew,” said Andy, sitting down with his lunch. “Why would you want to 
do that anyway?” 

Charlie frowned at him. “Besides, I’ve already tried them all, and they 
seem as powerful as the actual animals’.” 

“Ah, I didn’t know that.” Dr. Sharma grew thoughtful. She looked at 
Mac’s and Maria’s devices, then handed them to Ms. Sabbith, who packed 
them in her duffel bag. 

“But if any of the abilities do activate, PII show you,” Charlie said. 
“You should have seen Maria—she was really getting good at swinging 
through the trees last night. And Mac helped me fight in the warehouse—I 
didn’t mention it before because I didn’t want to get him in trouble, but it 
doesn’t matter now. His bracelet gives him a protective suit. He was just 
starting to figure out what else he could do. He was pretty bummed that he 
had to give the device back, if you couldn’t tell.” Charlie looked at Dr. 
Sharma. “What are you going to do with them both now? Use them yourself 
to rescue my dad?” 


Ms. Sabbith and Dr. Sharma exchanged a look of mild alarm. “Um,” 
said Dr. Sharma, “I’m going to keep them out of Dr. Gray’s hands. That’s 
the most important thing. But... I haven’t thought through everything yet. 
We’re still working on a plan of action. We’ll know more once we see what 
we're dealing with.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie. But she could tell Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith 
didn’t seem excited about using the devices on themselves. 

Ms. Sabbith finished packing up her bag and looked at Charlie. 
“Ready?” 

“Ready,” said Charlie. A knot in her stomach closed tighter, like a fist 
was grabbing her from the inside. So that her mom would let her go, she’d 
pretended like it was no big deal to have to fight soldiers, but she knew how 
hard it was and didn’t want to go looking for trouble. Soon she and the two 
women were off, heading for the old abandoned warehouse that Gray’s 
soldiers had taken over. 

On the way Charlie explained how she and Maria and Kelly had 
followed the white van with Mac inside it all the way down a residential 
street, then over a dirt road. She told them about the empty horse barn and 
the big outbuilding they’d snuck around. 

“Did you happen to get the license plate number of the van?” asked Dr. 
Sharma. 

“No,” said Charlie. “I didn’t really think about that.” She could still 
picture the silhouette of Mac’s head through the tinted back window of the 
vehicle and him shouting for help. It was painful to remember how terrified 
he’d sounded, even though he was safe now. She wished her father were 
just as safe. 

Dr. Sharma turned down the street and drove to the end where the dirt 
two-track began. They couldn’t see the old buildings because of the brush. 
Ms. Sabbith rummaged through her bag, pulling out microphones and 
earpieces and some other strange electronics. 

“We’ll keep the car here,” said Dr. Sharma, “near the houses, so it looks 
like we’re visiting someone in the neighborhood. Erica, Pll stay here with 
Charlie. Let us know what you see.” 

Ms. Sabbith handed a set of basic wireless earpieces and a tiny 
microphone to Dr. Sharma. She explained how to use them. Then, loaded 
with high-power binoculars and other curious-looking gear, Ms. Sabbith 


slipped on a more advanced-looking earpiece that had a mike attached. She 
set off through the desert brush toward the buildings. Dr. Sharma gave one 
earpiece to Charlie and clipped the microphone to the sunroof between 
them. “Just put this in your ear. We’ll share the microphone.” 

Charlie watched how Dr. Sharma put her earpiece in, then did the same 
with hers, and listened in. 

“Can you hear me, Erica?” asked Dr. Sharma. 

Charlie could hear the doctor next to her, but her voice didn’t come 
through the earpiece. 

“Roger that. I’m nearing the horse barn, in sight of the building. 
Approaching, heading clockwise around it.” 

“The door is on the back side of the building,” Charlie said. 

“Got it. Thanks, Charlie.” 

“And the soldiers we met inside there were pretty beefy, so if they’re 
still there, be careful.” 

There was silence on the other end. Charlie imagined Ms. Sabbith 
skirting the building in much the same way she and Maria and Kelly had 
done. 

Suddenly there was an urgent whisper that Charlie couldn’t understand. 
Dr. Sharma sat up sharply. “What’s happening?” she barked into the device. 

There was silence for another tense moment. Then Ms. Sabbith 
whispered through her microphone, “White van pulling out of the 
outbuilding, heading your way. Warehouse doors left open. I’m going 
inside. You might want to duck.” 

“Get down, Charlie,” said Dr. Sharma. “All the way on the floor.” 
Charlie unbuckled her seat belt and shrank down. Dr. Sharma watched for a 
second, then flattened herself over the console and seats. They heard the 
rattling van approach and enter the neighborhood. Charlie stayed down as it 
roared past. 

“The place is abandoned!” said Ms. Sabbith through the mike. “Totally 
cleaned out. They’re not coming back. Follow that van!” 

“Get over here, now!” shouted Dr. Sharma, sitting up again and making 
the car roar to life. 

“I’m too far away! Don’t lose them—it’s our only chance! Go!” 

“Not leaving you here. Top speed!” 

“On my way!” 


Charlie felt her heart race, her pulse pounding in her ears. The Mark 
Five grew warm. She clicked through and saw the cheetah was animated. 
She got back up on her seat and turned to look at Dr. Sharma. There was no 
way she would let Charlie go after the van—not after the doctor had 
promised Mrs. Wilde that Charlie would stay in the car the whole time. But 
it seemed like none of the adults really understood yet what Charlie could 
do. Charlie knew she could run fast enough to keep up with the van. At the 
very least she could follow it to the comer to see which direction it was 
heading in. That would be better than nothing. 

Impulsively Charlie grabbed the microphone clip from the sunroof and 
slammed open the door. The van was speeding up the street, growing 
smaller in the distance. Charlie lunged outside and started running at top 
speed, microphone in hand. “I’m following them!” she said into it, not 
realizing at first that Dr. Sharma couldn’t hear her since they were sharing a 
device. “Pll tell you how to find me.” 

There was an instant of silence. Then, “Charlie?” It was Ms. Sabbith’s 
voice. 

“Yes, it’s me!” said Charlie. “My speed ability kicked in. I’m following 
the white van, so hurry up!” 

Ms. Sabbith muttered a word Charlie wasn’t allowed to say. Then, “Got 
it! Pm almost to the car.” 

Charlie smirked. It was kind of fun being in charge again. 

“Do not let them see you!” added Ms. Sabbith harshly. “If you blow our 
cover, we are in serious trouble.” 

Charlie’s smile faded fast. She couldn’t mess this up. If she got caught, 
Dr. Gray would know she and the others were trying to save her dad. But if 
she lost sight of the van, they might never find him. She slowed when she 
got close and hid for a moment behind a giant saguaro cactus as the 
vehicle’s left blinker began flashing. Then the white van turned and sped 
away. 


CHAPTER 12 
Despair 


D.. Gray paced the floor of his new, hastily set-up office. His phone was 
pressed against his ear. Dr. Wilde wasn’t tied up anymore—he’d been taken 
to the lab across the hall to work. But Dr. Goldstein still was, lying on a 
sofa at the back of the room and trying to regain his strength. A soldier was 
guarding him and roughly helping him sip from a cup of broth. 

“We’re staying here,” Dr. Gray said into the phone. He paused for a 
long moment, listening. Then, “No. I understand the concerns about the 
compromised warehouse, Prowl, but think it through. They’ll assume we’ve 
gone far away—why wouldn’t we? And while they go in search of us 
elsewhere or even back to Chicago, we won’t waste another minute packing 
up and moving the operation again. We’ll be right under their noses in this 
half-dead town and they’ll never know. It’s— What’s that?” He listened 
again. 

On the couch Jack Goldstein showed no signs that he could hear Dr. 
Gray. He finished the broth and turned away from the soldier, then closed 
his eyes. 

“And you’re sure no one saw you leave?” Dr. Gray asked. “Has there 
been any sign of police? Anything?” He waited a beat, then said, “Good. 
Maybe the other little brats were smart enough not to tell their parents after 
all. It’s too bad they’ve got the prototypes, but we don’t need them anymore 
now that we’ve got Charles.” He glanced at Dr. Goldstein lying motionless. 
“And Jack ought to be up and around in a day or so. Then we can finally 
put this plan in motion. I’ve waited so long for this.” 

There was yearning in his voice, which was all the more unsettling to 
Jack. But he’d heard plenty of it in his time as Gray’s prisoner. 


There was another length of silence, and then Dr. Gray stopped pacing 
in front of his desk. “Yes, all right. The abandoned bank building in the 
business park. All the way at the top. See you soon.” 

The scientist hung up his phone and went to the window that 
overlooked the most dismal part of Navarro Junction, with the faint outline 
of Phoenix in the valley beyond. He hoped his instincts were right. It had 
been twenty-four hours since the children had escaped. If the police hadn’t 
come to the warehouse by now, they weren’t going to. Nobody had reported 
them—the Wildes were playing by his rules. No one would find them here. 
He’d bet his life’s work on it. 

On the sofa Jack remained still as a stone. His face was expressionless, 
but his heart was heavy. After weeks of torture, being dragged across the 
country, starved, and beaten for not helping Victor, Dr. Goldstein could 
hardly hang on to his last shreds of hope. Surely Quinn would figure out 
soon that he hadn’t made it to Peru. She had to. 

But when Charles had arrived yesterday as a captive, too, Jack had lost 
all hope of Gray giving up on his plan—the man was more determined than 
ever now that he had the kids as leverage. Jack couldn’t possibly refuse to 
help Gray any longer with young Charlie’s life at stake. There was no more 
holding out. Victor Gray’s insane revolution was beginning, and Jack, 
alongside Charles, was forced to help him. It was against everything he 
stood for. 

All he could do was hope that Charles’s wife remembered the plan the 
three biologists had put in place. That she knew enough to call Quinn. But it 
had been so long since they’d made those arrangements. Would Mrs. Wilde 
possibly recall it? 

After all the trauma Jack had been through lately, he didn’t expect 
anything to go his way. His career, maybe even his life, was over. Instead of 
pulling DNA from fossils in Peru, he’d be creating DNA-altering devices 
that would change humanity . . . and not for the better. 

He stayed still and silent, and hoped for a miracle. 


In the lab across the hall Charles stood at a table looking over the 
instruments as a group of soldiers unpacked them. He wore an expression of 
complete devastation as he watched them. One of them noticed—a woman 
whose fingers ended in long sharp claws. She brought a large microscope 


over to Charles’s station and set it down in front of him. “Let me know 
what other supplies you need,” she said quietly. “My name is Zed. Pll be 
assisting you and Dr. Goldstein.” 

Charles barely looked at her. He couldn’t believe he was here or that 
this was happening to him. Was his family okay? Was Dr. Gray telling the 
truth about Charlie? What about these soldiers, covered to hide the 
permanent alterations Dr. Gray had made to their bodies? Had they 
volunteered for this? It was beyond comprehension. 

“Do you know anything about the state . . . of my family? My 
children?” Charles asked her, desperate for information. Had Diana picked 
up on his clue to check the safe? It was hardly likely—they must have been 
in complete shock by the call. 

Zed frowned and didn’t answer. She glanced over her shoulder and kept 
moving as Cyke, the large male soldier who’d guarded them in Gray’s 
office overnight, brought several boxes of equipment to the station. Charles 
stared at Cyke’s facial structure, which had clearly been changed more than 
some of the others. “Did you volunteer for this experiment?” Charles asked 
him. “How long have you been like this?” 

Cyke did a full body shudder and stared at the biologist like he’d said 
something terribly offensive. “You can unpack these,” he said coldly. He 
went away, leaving Charles alone. 

After a few minutes, with the boxes distributed to the various 
workstations, most of the soldiers dispersed, leaving Cyke to stand guard at 
the lab door and Zed unpacking things at the station next to Charles. After a 
while she carried a box of instruments over to Charles and set it down in 
front of him, facing away from Cyke. “Your daughter is fine,” she said 
under her breath. 

Charles’s eyes widened, but he said nothing. Zed turned and went away, 
leaving Charles wondering why the soldier had taken pity on him. But very 
grateful that she had. 


CHAPTER 13 
Relocating 


“They turned left on Ellsworth Ave,” whispered Charlie into the 
microphone as she peered from behind the cactus. Once the white van 
disappeared, she ran to the corner and turned left to follow it. She sped up 
her pace, not wanting them to be out of sight for long so she wouldn’t lose 
track of them. Within a minute or two she’d caught up again. She strained 
to see their license plate and managed to get part of it. “License plate starts 
with CX4,” she said. 

“Pm in the car,” said Ms. Sabbith. “Be careful!” 

“Pm being careful,” said Charlie, her voice jiggling as she sprinted 
down a four-lane road, hoping the few drivers in the area didn’t notice how 
oddly fast she was going. “Did you hear me? Left on Ellsworth. Then right 
on Brown, heading toward the freeway.” 

“I heard you and we’re on the way. You could’ve told Dr. Sharma what 
you were doing, you know.” 

“Sorry. I forgot she wouldn’t be able to hear me through the mike. 
They’re going halfway around the traffic circle. Straight, I mean—you 
know? Not taking the freeway exit.” 

“You mean they’re staying on Brown Road?” 

“Yes.” 

“So they’re not leaving town—that’s surprising.” 

Charlie moved stealthily as the van slowed to navigate the curves, then 
darted after them once more, continuing to try to stay hidden from ordinary 
traffic as well so other drivers wouldn’t be suspicious of her speed. Being a 
superhero came with a whole host of problems, no doubt about that. 
“Heading past the high school toward Red Mountain,” Charlie said. 


“We’re not far behind you now,” said Ms. Sabbith. “You’re doing 
great.” 

“Rest of the license plate is R701. CX4R701. Got it?” 

“Got it,” said Ms. Sabbith. Charlie could hear Dr. Sharma in the 
background now, sounding pleased with her. Ms. Sabbith went on. “Okay, I 
see you. We’re going to come up alongside you and pull over. You jump in 
and we’ll keep going. You’ve gotta be quick so we don’t lose sight of the 
van. Okay?” 

“I can definitely be quick,” said Charlie. “There’s a stoplight coming 
up.” She glanced back, searching the traffic for Dr. Sharma’s car. She 
spotted it but then began running again when the light changed and the van 
sped off. 
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Finally Dr. Sharma’s car caught up and rode alongside her. But Charlie 
didn’t want to waste time waiting for them to stop. Feeling her fingers 
tingling, she leaped at the moving car, sticking to the side. Ms. Sabbith 
recoiled, surprised, then realized what had just happened. She quickly threw 
open the door and yanked Charlie into the vehicle. Dr. Sharma sped up 
again. 

“Wow!” said Ms. Sabbith. “That was incredible.” 

“Fantastic!” agreed Dr. Sharma as she glided through traffic to catch up 
to the van. “Your father would be so pleased—not just with how the 
bracelet works, but with how well you are using it.” 

Charlie caught her breath and put her seat belt on, her eyes stinging a 
little with the kind words. “Thanks. I like the gecko power because I can 
tell when it activates.” She explained the tingling sensation. 

“You’ve done well, Charlie,” said Dr. Sharma, glancing quickly over 
her shoulder. “I have to admit, I didn’t expect you to be so responsible with 
the device. You used good instincts in taking the mike, too. Though I would 
have preferred to know what you were up to. I almost went after you, but 
once I saw you running like that, I figured it out.” 

“Sorry about that,” said Charlie, “but we couldn’t let them out of our 
sight. And besides, I wanted to show you what I can do.” She lifted her 


chin. “I really want you to trust me. I know what I’m doing.” 

Ms. Sabbith laughed. “Hey, don’t look at me—I trust you. I think 
you’ve done an excellent job so far.” 

“I hear you, Charlie,” said Dr. Sharma. “And you’re proving yourself. 
But it’s not that simple. You’re a minor using an untested device that isn’t 
even supposed to exist. This is tricky.” 

“But it’s stuck on me, so what else am I supposed to do? Besides, I’m 
actually getting better at using it, so there’s no reason to worry. I’m 
stronger, faster, and probably better at fighting and defending myself and 
my friends than any of you. And you’re going to need me to rescue my dad. 
Unless you have a better idea.” 

“I know you’re faster, for sure,” Dr. Sharma said carefully, moving 
through traffic, “and I don’t have a problem with you defending yourself or 
others. But I am not your mother, and I’m not so sure she’s keen on the idea 
of putting you in danger.” She hesitated, then said, “We don’t even know if 
we’ ll need to do any fighting. Maybe we’ll be able to go in and get your dad 
without any altercations.” 

Charlie raised an eyebrow. “You don’t watch many superhero movies, 
do you?” But at least Dr. Sharma seemed open to Charlie using the device. 
So there was that. 


They trailed behind the white van several more minutes to the outskirts of 
Navarro Junction. Eventually they found themselves in a quiet, tired- 
looking business park where a few eight- to ten-story-tall office buildings 
made up the entirety of the skyline. The van pulled into an alley behind an 
old abandoned bank building. A rusty gate opened mechanically and the 
van pulled through. Dr. Sharma glided her car past the alley and went 
around the block, passing a few smaller buildings and a restaurant. Then 
she turned down the alley from the opposite direction and came to another 
mechanical gate but didn’t attempt to go through it. Instead, she guided the 
vehicle into the shadows next to some Dumpsters and a pile of office-type 
junk, about fifty paces from the soldiers. 

This section of Navarro Junction felt like it had been forgotten. There 
was no one else around at the moment. Dr. Sharma kept the windows rolled 
up but opened the sunroof, and Ms. Sabbith propped a larger microphone on 


top of the car, hoping to pick up bits of conversation. She programmed the 
earpieces to connect with the new mike. 

They watched, peering between pieces of junk and the trash receptacles. 
Three soldiers got out of the van and cautiously looked around, then opened 
the back of the vehicle and began to unload it. Ms. Sabbith took photos of 
the soldiers whenever she had an unobstructed shot. 

Charlie could hear wisps of their conversation through her earpiece. 

“Equipment goes to the ninth floor,” the smallest soldier of the three 
called out to the others. “The elevator’s halfway down the hall. Don’t worry 
about being seen—the whole building is vacant.” 

One of the others grunted and they continued unloading the van in 
silence. 

“Have you seen these particular soldiers before?” Dr. Sharma asked. 

Charlie studied them. “That’s Prowl, the leopard man,” she said, 
pointing to the smallest one. He was slinking around, not carrying much but 
moving lithely in and out of the building. He had a new face mask on today, 
or at least the tear in the old one had been fixed. 

The other two were slow and bumbling, but they could carry a lot more. 
“That man and woman were in the warehouse too. At least one of them is 
some type of cattle—he’s superbeefy and was making lowing sounds when 
I was fighting him. I’m not sure about the other one. They almost took me 
out, but I was too fast for them. I don’t know their names.” 

The soldiers emptied the van over the next quarter of an hour and 
brought the items inside. Dr. Sharma scanned the side of the building, 
looking through windows for signs of activity. “Ninth floor is the top,” she 
noted. 

Most of the old bank’s window shades were pulled, making the building 
seem even more unfriendly. Charlie looked at the other structures in the 
area, trying to be like Dr. Sharma and make closer observations of her 
surroundings. It seemed like a good thing for a superhero to do. Charlie 
counted four cars in the parking lot across the street, with dozens of open 
spaces. There weren’t any people walking around, even though it was the 
middle of a weekday. She could smell food cooking—perhaps from the 
restaurant nearby—so the business park wasn’t completely abandoned. The 
Dumpster lids were lying flat, so either the businesses didn’t have much 
trash or the receptacles had been emptied recently. It was amazing the 


things she noticed just by looking around instead of at her phone, like she 
usually did when she was in a Car. 

At last the van was empty. Prowl returned alone to lock it up, then went 
back inside the building. 

Dr. Sharma started the vehicle and backed out of the alley. She drove 
slowly around the block, scanning the building from all sides, and then she 
looked at the neighboring buildings. Spying something across the street that 
pleased her, she smiled. “Aha,” she said. She stopped the car. “There’s an 
office for lease in the building across from the one Gray is in,” she said, 
pointing to the sign in a window on the sixth floor. Erica, can you take care 
of securing that as our home base?” 

“Got it,’ Ms. Sabbith said, taking down the phone number and website 
address on the sign. “Pll see if we can take possession of it immediately.” 

“Great. We’ll need your surveillance equipment set up ASAP.” She gave 
one last look at the bank building, then reentered traffic and began driving 
back toward Charlie’s house. “We’re lucky they didn’t venture too far from 
the warehouse,” she said. 

“I wonder why,” said Ms. Sabbith. “They could have gone anywhere.” 

“It’s not easy to travel with an entire lab. And they’ve already moved 
the lab once and probably don’t want to do it again.” 

“Makes sense.” 

When they arrived at Charlie’s house, Dr. Sharma went in with her. 
“Thank you, Charlie. You did great work today. Tomorrow I want you to 
have an extremely normal Thursday.” 

Charlie frowned. “But we haven’t found my father yet.” 

“We very nearly have, I suspect. He’s in that building.” 

“Are you sure?” Charlie’s heart surged. “How do you know?” 

“Pm not positive, but it makes sense. We’ll be spying on them in no 
time, don’t worry.” She glanced sidelong at Charlie. “Pl let you come if 
your mom says it’s okay.” 

Charlie wanted that more than anything. “Can’t you tell her you need 
me or something? She’ll trust you.” 

Dr. Sharma’s mouth twitched. As she followed Charlie to update Mrs. 
Wilde on what they’d found, she said, “We’ll see.” 


That evening, only the three Wildes remained in their house. Everyone still 
felt on edge—it had been more than twenty-four hours and Charlie’s father 
hadn’t been found yet. But they were comforted by how sure Dr. Sharma 
was of his whereabouts. And what she’d said made sense. 

Charlie and Andy did the homework they hadn’t gotten to the previous 
night and prepared to go to school as usual the next day. Once in bed 
Charlie tried reading the comic book that Maria had let her borrow, now 
that Andy was done with it. But she couldn’t concentrate. The drawings 
blurred and a tear slipped down Charlie’s cheek. She missed her dad. What 
if he wasn’t okay? She hoped Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith were busy 
finding him right now. 

After a while she turned out her light. She had to appear normal at 
school tomorrow. Go to classes, make up the soccer game that had been 
canceled due to rain the other day. Pretend like her world wasn’t all torn up. 
If she could pull it off, it might be an Oscar-worthy performance. At least 
she’d have help from her friends. 


CHAPTER 14 
Just a Normal Day 


Charlie’s mom insisted on driving the kids to school on Thursday. Once 
there Charlie went straight to her first-hour class and waited outside the 
door for her friends to show up. Maria and Mac arrived first. When they 
saw Charlie, they ran to greet her. 

“Did they find your dad?” asked Maria. 

“Not yet.” 

Mac pulled the Talos Global envelope from inside his Windbreaker and 
shoved it at Charlie. “Here’s this for Dr. Sharma.” 

“Did you find out anything more?” asked Charlie. 

“Not really,” said Mac. “I didn’t want my parents to catch me looking 
through it after what happened yesterday. And since we don’t have the 
bracelets anymore, it’s not much use. I don’t want to get in trouble again.” 

“T still have stuff to figure out with my bracelet,’ Charlie reminded 
them. “And there might be clues about how we can stop Dr. Gray. Maybe 
we can read more at lunchtime.” 

“Sure,” said Mac, and Maria agreed. 

Charlie clutched the envelope to her chest as Kelly came up. 

“What are you doing?” asked Kelly. She eyed the envelope. 

“Mac was just giving that back to Charlie,” said Maria. “How are your 
parents reacting? Did you get in trouble?” 

“My dad exploded once we got into the car. He... yells. A lot.” She 
dropped her gaze. “My mom’s in Cabo. She couldn’t care less.” 

“What’s Cabo?” asked Charlie. 

“Cabo San Lucas,” said Maria. “It’s in Mexico. Resort city for the 
western US.” 


“Cool.” Charlie adjusted her grip on the envelope. “Sorry about your 
dad, Kelly.” 

“Tt’s fine. Whatever. I finally convinced him I never took a simulator in 
the first place and it was all a big misunderstanding. Still, I’ve never been in 
trouble like that before. And my dad says he doesn’t trust your parents 
because he thinks they’re irresponsible, leaving weird science junk sitting 
around your house for us to get into. So he doesn’t want me hanging out 
with you anymore.” 

Charlie recoiled. “Oh.” 

“And now he’s sending me to Cabo tomorrow night to be with my 
mother for spring break.” She sounded angry about it. 

“Why is that a bad thing?” asked Mac. “I thought it was really swanky 
there.” 

“I hate the ocean.” Kelly crossed her arms and scowled. “All those 
jellyfish stinging and seaweed grabbing your ankles. It’s smelly and the salt 
water makes my hair gross. I’ll be stuck in the condo the whole week while 
my mother goes out with her obnoxious friends and ignores me as usual.” 

Mac raised an eyebrow, and Maria seemed to be rendered speechless. 

Charlie was still stinging from Kelly’s comment. No one had ever been 
forbidden to hang out with her before. It felt awful. All she wanted was to 
change the subject. “I keep forgetting it’s spring break already next week,” 
she murmured. “It comes so early here.” 

“So does the end of the school year,” said Maria. “We get out in the 
middle of May. My cousins in Ohio don’t get out until, like, the middle of 
June or something. Crazy.” 

“Yeah, but we start in August,” lamented Mac. 

“That’s early,” said Charlie. “Back home... .” She trailed off. Navarro 
Junction was home now. And while of course she still loved Amari dearly, 
her new best friends were here. Her new secret life with the bracelet was 
here too. She turned abruptly to Kelly. “Did you find your device?” 

“What? Me? No. I’m not looking through disgusting garbage for a dud 
bracelet.” 

Charlie frowned, remembering how Dr. Sharma had been so sure at first 
that her device wasn’t a dud, and how crestfallen she’d been to admit 
maybe it was after all. She at least deserved to have it back. “But it wasn’t 
yours to throw away. It belongs to Dr. Sharma.” 


“She can search through the dump, then, because the trash was picked 
up yesterday.” 

“Ooo-kay,” said Charlie as the first bell rang. The four of them went 
inside the classroom. Mac and Charlie headed to the back, where their 
desks were next to each other. “I hope they find your dad soon,” whispered 
Mac, crouching in the aisle next to Charlie’s seat. 

Charlie looked around warily as others began to float into the room. 
“They think they know where he is,” she whispered back. “In that big old 
bank building at the edge of town. But they haven’t actually seen him there. 
The warehouse is totally cleared out and abandoned. We caught the white 
van leaving and followed it.” 

“Wow. That’s crazy.” 

“Yeah.” 

Mac went to his seat and sat down. 

Charlie slid the Talos Global envelope into her backpack, then looked at 
Mac. “Did you get a new phone yet?” 

“Not yet. Pve got to lie low for a bit until the whole thing from 
yesterday dies down. I figured I’d better hold off on telling my mom about 
my stolen iPad and phone.” 

“Good plan. But what if she texts or calls you?” 

Mac shrugged. “I hope she doesn’t need an answer.” 

The rest of the students came pouring into the seats surrounding them. 
Charlie faced forward and tried to concentrate on math, all the while willing 
her phone to vibrate in her pocket with news of her father. But it didn’t 
come. 


At lunch Charlie, Maria, and Mac ate quickly. Charlie filled them in on 
what she hadn’t had time to tell them before school. Maria and Mac asked a 
lot of questions Charlie didn’t know the answers to, like what exactly Dr. 
Gray wanted her dad to do for him. 

“We don’t really know yet,” she told them. “But we hope to find out 
soon. Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith are setting up a home base across from 
the bank building where they think Dr. Gray is keeping my dad. We’re 
going to spy on them. Do a little recon.” Charlie sniffed, feeling pretty 
Savvy using that word. 


“I hope you hear good news soon,” said Maria. “I don’t know how you 
can even concentrate.” 

“Tt helps a lot hanging out with you,” Charlie admitted. “For a minute or 
two I almost forgot he was abducted.” 

After they finished lunch, they went outside and found a secluded spot 
in the courtyard to study the contents of the envelope, this time to search for 
information about the Mark Five. Each of them took a section of pages to 
flip through. A few minutes into it Charlie came across a page that had 
“Mark Five: In-Process Notes” written at the top. She scoured it. 

It mentioned the animal abilities, which Charlie skimmed—she already 
knew about those. Then she got to the section on the bracelet’s modes. 
“Listen,” she said. “Finally some information we can use.” 

Maria and Mac stopped reading the documents in their hands and 
looked up. 

““The Mark Five exhibits three modes. 

““Dormant Mode. In the dormant mode the device is reactionary and 
only allows abilities to be activated when it senses that the user needs them. 
The user has no control over the selection of abilities and cannot choose to 
activate any. If the device senses the user is under attack, it will 
automatically switch to defense mode. 

“Defense Mode. In defense mode the device is still reactionary, but it 
also allows the user to choose to use abilities by activating them on the dial. 
In this mode the device also goes on lockdown and cannot be removed from 
the user’s arm without being keyed in. 

“Battle Mode. In battle mode a soldier initiates the device manually 
during combat. This mode allows the user free range of all the abilities.’” 

Charlie looked up. 

“So that’s what happened when you destroyed the bathroom,” 
exclaimed Mac. 

“Shh!” said Maria, looking around guardedly for teachers patrolling the 
area. 

“Part. Of. The bathroom,” Charlie said through tight lips. 

“He’s only saying it like that now to tease you,” Maria told Charlie. 
“You should have seen him when Kelly found out. He totally defended 
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you. 


“Kelly knows?” exclaimed Charlie. She glanced around, realizing she’d 
said that a little too loudly, but Kelly wasn’t in sight. 

“After you left my house the other day,” said Maria, looking guilty, “she 
guessed it. I said you didn’t do it, but I don’t think she believed me.” 

“Anyway,” said Mac impatiently, poking his finger at the paper, “what’s 
this Battle Mode? It sounds cool, like you can just choose your abilities 
instead of hoping the right one activates.” 

“Me want,” said Charlie. 

“But more important,” said Maria, “does it say what the access code is 
SO we can deactivate Defense Mode? Maybe then you can go into Battle 
Mode.” 

“Good point.” Charlie quickly scanned the rest of the page as the bell 
sounded, ending lunch period. “Dang it,” she muttered. She picked up her 
backpack with one hand and the envelope with the other, searching the next 
page as the three got up to go to class. “Ahh, I think... Yes! Here it is,” she 
said, quickly looking over the code as they merged into the crowd of 
students. 

Maria put her hand on Charlie’s arm. “Awesome! Let us know if you’re 
able to deactivate it. Here comes Kelly. I’m not sure... if...” She trailed 
off, a look of consternation on her face. 

“Tf I should tell her all of this? I think you’re right. Lately something 
with her seems . . . odd.” 

“What else is new?” Mac griped. 

“Well, you don’t have to be mean about it,” Maria said to him. She 
turned back to Charlie. “I noticed it too.” 

Mac shrugged and the three parted ways. 

Kelly caught up with Charlie to walk to fifth period. “What’ve you been 
doing?” she asked. 

Charlie glanced around uneasily and hurried to put the papers back into 
the envelope. “Nothing much—just reading about . . . You know.” She 
stuffed the envelope into her backpack and swung the strap over her 
shoulder as she jostled through the crowd. 

“Ooh,” said Kelly knowingly. Her cell phone rang and she frowned at it. 
Then she waved Charlie to continue without her and answered it. 

Charlie went to class. Halfway through, Kelly came in and dropped a 
note on the teacher’s desk, then went to her seat. Her eyes were red, like 


she’d been crying. 

When fifth period was over, Charlie and Kelly fell in step to go to 
theater class, and Charlie glanced sidelong at her. “Are you all right?” 

Kelly averted her gaze as they crossed the courtyard. “Yeah. Just had a 
phone fight with my mom. Nobody listens to me.” She stomped on a bee 
that had alighted on some clover. “I’m sorry about your dad. I hope he’s 
okay.” 

“Thanks.” Charlie’s eyes teared up a little, but she fought back the 
emotion. “I’m sorry about your parental problems too. Are you ready for 
the game?” 

“More than ready,” said Kelly, and her face clouded. “I can’t wait to 
kick the crap out of that ball and pretend it’s my .. . Never mind.” 

Her what? Mother? Her father? Charlie was surprised at first that that 
was where her mind led her, but then, after thinking it through, she wasn’t. 
Kelly was having a really hard time with her parents and their divorce. And 
they didn’t seem to be very supportive of Kelly right now—in fact, they 
acted like Kelly was just an annoyance in their lives. And it sounded like 
things were getting uglier and uglier for her. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Charlie asked. 

Kelly was silent for a moment as they walked into the theater building. 
“T mean, I’m fine, I guess,” she said quietly. “They’re either yelling at me or 
totally ignoring me. Usually ignoring. So I suppose that’s not the worst 
thing.” But she said it like it really was the worst thing. And for a person 
like Kelly, who wanted, even needed, a lot of attention, it was probably 
really hard. 

Before Charlie could respond, Kelly pulled away and walked quickly to 
her fan club, squealing, “Darlings, did you hear what the next show will be? 
I can’t wait for Mr. Anderson to tell you all!” 

Charlie shook her head a little in amazement. Kelly was the best actor 
Charlie had ever seen. She’d turned off her feelings just like that, and she 
was amazingly convincing. Even Charlie got caught up in her excitement. It 
was becoming harder and harder to figure out when Kelly was being her 
true self and when she was faking. 

Sara, Charlie’s friend who had been the stage manager for the last show, 
sidled up to her and watched Kelly, too. “Do you think she really knows 


what the next show is? Or is she just pretending in order to make herself 
look special?” 

Charlie sighed, perplexed by the complex girl. With parents like Kelly 
had, maybe acting and playing to her fan club was the only way Kelly could 
feel important. The theater was her place to get the attention her parents 
weren’t giving her. “I honestly have no idea what Kelly is trying to do most 
of the time.” 


CHAPTER 15 
Disaster on the Field 


A fter school Charlie headed straight outside toward the locker room, 
checking her phone as she walked. There was just one text message from 
her mom, reminding Charlie to check in after school to make sure she was 
okay. Charlie texted that all was normal. 

“PII see you at your game,” replied Mrs. Wilde. “Picking up Andy and 
heading over.” 

Charlie smiled, though it felt bittersweet. Her mom had been so busy 
working ever since they’d moved here that Charlie was starting to get used 
to her missing things. It was sad that it took this kind of situation with Dad 
to change all that. “So your leave of absence is happening? Starting now?” 
Charlie texted. 

“Yep!” Mrs. Wilde replied. “Through spring break for sure and then 
we'll see. So I’m all yours.” 

That made Charlie think about her dad and his job, and she grew 
worried. “What about Dad? What will happen with his job if he’s not 
there?” 

“T called in sick for him for the rest of this week. He has spring break 
next week like you, so we’re covered for a while. Don’t worry, sweetie! I 
love you.” 

“I love you too.” Charlie pressed Send and blinked away a second round 
of tears for the day, reminding herself to act normal. She shoved her 
backpack and phone into her locker and changed into her sports tank, soccer 
uniform, shin guards, and cleats. Teammates around her were doing the 
same. 

Maria and Charlie slammed their locker doors shut at the same time and 
were the first ones outside. They ran together to get a ball and started 


passing it back and forth as the opposing team’s bus pulled into the parking 
lot. The field, which had been flooded two days ago from a little bit of rain, 
was dry as a bone today. The desert was a crazy place. Charlie was learning 
that more and more all the time. 

“Did you deactivate your bracelet?” Maria asked in a low voice, 
chipping the ball to Charlie from close range. 

“Not yet. I haven’t had time. I don’t want anybody to see me messing 
with it.” 

“Good move.” 

“Ts there anything else you want to know about the Mark Two before I 
hand over the envelope to Dr. Sharma?” Charlie asked. 

“No thanks—I’m good. It was fun to have the abilities but not the fur 
and the tail. I’m glad to be rid of it and let you take on the bad guys.” 

Charlie smiled as the rest of their team joined them on the field. The 
opposing team soon followed. Maria and Charlie and the rest of Summit’s 
players all went over to circle around Coach Candy for some final 
encouraging words. 

The stands had filled up with parents and friends. Mac watched the 
action from his usual spot, looking a little lost and bored without his phone 
or iPad. Charlie’s mom and brother sat in the section next to Mac. The 
absence of Charlie’s dad was particularly glaring, and a wave of sadness 
washed over Charlie. Maria’s mom and stepdad, along with Maria’s three 
stepbrothers, sat a few rows in front of her family. 

Charlie didn’t see Kelly’s dad anywhere. Did she have any siblings or 
any other family who might come and watch her play? Charlie didn’t know 
—but she did remember that no one from Kelly’s family had come to see 
her in the musical either, which was really sad because she was so talented. 
Charlie would make a point of asking sometime. Maybe Kelly just needed 
somebody to truly care about what was going on in her life, like parents 
were supposed to do. Charlie knew now that in public Kelly liked to 
pretend everything was perfect. But it was clearly far from that. 

The starters took their places and the game began. Charlie lagged a bit 
—she just wasn’t able to focus like usual. But Kelly and Maria were tearing 
up the field, making some excellent plays together. The opposing team soon 
caught on to their strategy, though, and started doubling up the defense on 
them. That only seemed to spur Kelly on. She pushed roughly through a 


crowd of opponents, who then went after Maria to stop her from teaming up 
with Kelly. 

But it didn’t matter. Kelly had the ball and she didn’t need any help. As 
Maria charged through the opposing team trying to catch up, Kelly took the 
ball to the box. And as Maria broke free, Kelly faced off with the goalie and 
defenders and slammed the ball into the net before anybody could block it. 
As the crowd erupted, a defensive player stepped into Maria’s path. Too late 
to stop, Maria jumped wildly and went flying into the air above the other 
players’ heads. Charlie, focused on the goal, barely saw it out of the corner 
of her eye. She joined the crowd in roaring approval for Kelly. 

“Yes!” shouted Charlie. “Great job, Kel!” She turned around and ran 
toward her position on the field as the opposing team regrouped on their 
side. That’s when she noticed Maria was down. 

“Charlie!” howled Maria. “Help!” 

Maria’s voice sounded frightened and very odd. Charlie’s bracelet grew 
warm and she ran fast, dodging her teammates, some of whom were also 
heading over to Maria to see what had happened. When Charlie reached 
Maria’s side, she gasped. 

“What is going on?” exclaimed Charlie. Maria’s beard and fur were 
back! Charlie dropped to her knees and whipped off her shirt, glad she’d 
worn her sports tank underneath today. “Stand back, everybody!” she 
shouted. “Make room!” She flung the shirt on Maria’s face and desperately 
looked around. She waved and caught her mother’s eye in the crowd and 
motioned her to come over. 

Being a doctor, Mrs. Wilde was usually on alert for injuries at sports 
events, and she bolted onto the field. Coach Candy was coming toward 
them as well, and Ken and Maytée and the boys were standing up, looking 
anxious and straining to see. 

Charlie bent to Maria’s ear. “How did this happen? You gave the 
bracelet back!” 

“I don’t know,” moaned Maria. “The tail is there too—I can feel it 
bunched up in my shorts. This is horrible!” 

“Well, breathe! Meditate! Do those yoga things!” 

“Stop yelling—that’s not helping!” 

“Right,” said Charlie, trying to calm down, but people were crowding 
around. “Okay. Phew. Here we go. Breathe, Maria. Very calm. Everything is 


calm. How the heck . .. What caused it? Was it just adrenaline or what? Did 
you get hurt?” 

“Shh,” said Maria. “We’ll talk about that later, okay?” 

“Right,” said Charlie again. She stayed nearby to try to block others 
from getting too close. 

Charlie’s mom pushed through the crowd. She quickly greeted Coach 
Candy and reminded her who she was. “If you could get the team to move 
way back and give us some space, that would help so much,” she said to 
Coach and a few others. 

Mom knelt next to Maria’s head as Charlie moved down and grasped 
Maria’s hand. She tried not to cringe when she felt a patch of fur there, too. 
“What happened?” Mrs. Wilde asked. 

“She turned into a weremonkey again,” Charlie said in a harsh whisper. 
“Without the bracelet!” 

“Om,” said Maria forcefully. “Ommm.” 

Mrs. Wilde’s eyes widened, but her words came out calm. “All right,” 
she said slowly. “Let’s think about meadows and sweet little kittens.” 

“T prefer puppies,” said Maria, her voice muffled under Charlie’s shirt. 

“Puppies . . . napping on your stomach while you read a book,” said 
Mrs. Wilde. She smiled weakly and gave Charlie a look begging for help. 

“Puppies walking on cute wobbly feet,” said Charlie, and shrugged 
anxiously at her mother. 

“In... a meadow,” said Mrs. Wilde, cringing. 

“All of them breathing very softly and evenly,” said Charlie. “And 
doing ... yoga...” She was so stressed out, she could feel her bracelet 
grow even warmer. 

Coach Candy returned. “How are we doing?” she asked. 

“She’s just catching her breath now,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Pll finish 
checking her over, but we should be good to go shortly.” 

“Thanks, Dr. Wilde.” Coach Candy frowned, seeing the shirt still 
covering Maria’s face, but she retreated again. 

Desperately Charlie looked around to make sure they still had privacy, 
and her eyes landed on Maria’s mother, who was coming over. “Oh no,” she 
whispered. “Keep working it, Maria. Pll go take care of your mom.” 

“My mom is coming?” Maria screeched. “If she finds out this fur thing 
happened again, we’re toast!” 


“No. It’s fine. Be calm. PII be back in a few.” 

“Tell her not to embarrass me!” 

“Okay,” said Charlie uncertainly. She sprinted over to Maria’s mom. 
“Hi, Mrs. Torres! Hey, did you see that? Crazy! Anyway, Maria’s fine. 
She’s just catching her breath. My mom’s with her. I’m not sure if you 
know she’s an ER doctor—she says everything’s good. No concussion or 
anything like that—Maria just fell hard on her back and got the wind 
knocked out of her. She wants to keep playing.” 

“Are you sure?” Maytée said, concerned. “She’s been down a long 
time.” 

“Pm sure,” said Charlie. “She told me to tell you she’s okay and, um... 
not to embarrass her.” 

Maytée emitted a relieved laugh. “It figures. Sounds like typical Maria. 
She’d want to keep playing even if she’d broken her neck. Gracias, 
Charlie.” 

“No problem. She’s a fighter.” 

Mrs. Torres turned to go back to her seat. 

Charlie caught Mac’s eye in the stands, and gave him a look of panic. 
He tensed and shook his head like he didn’t understand. Charlie cupped her 
chin and drew her hand downward in a cone shape to make an air beard. 
Mac frowned, then his face exploded in shock. He sat there helpless as 
Charlie turned back and ran to her mother’s side. 

Kelly was next to Maria now, too, having figured out what had 
happened. She held her hand and was talking gently. Charlie watched them. 
Soon the T-shirt began moving the slightest bit, flattening against Maria’s 
face. 

“There,” said Kelly, peeking under the shirt, then pulling it away. “We 
did it.” She looked up and saw Charlie and handed the shirt to her. 

“Is it gone?” asked Maria, feeling under her bum. She sat up. 

“Looks that way,” said Charlie. She put the shirt back on. “Do you think 
you should sit out the rest of the game?” 

Maria waved to her mom and stepdad to confirm she was okay, and the 
crowd cheered. “I guess I’d better,” she said. “I don’t want that to happen 
again. Why did it, though? I don’t understand.” 

“No idea,” said Charlie. 


“PII call Dr. Sharma and see if she knows why it happened without the 
device,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Meanwhile, let’s get the game going. I’ ll let your 
coach know that I want you to sit out as a precaution.” 

“Okay. Thanks, Mrs. Dr. Wilde.” 

“You’re welcome. Limp a little so it looks real.” Mrs. Wilde helped 
Maria to her feet and walked her to the sidelines. 

“Do you think... ,” Charlie began, turning to look at Kelly. The truth 
of what had happened to Maria, without her wearing the bracelet, began to 
sink in. 

“That the weremonkey thing is permanent?” asked Kelly. “Gosh, I hope 
not. That would be the worst.” 

They watched Maria take a seat, then parted and went back to their 
positions. Coach Candy subbed in another halfback to take Maria’s place. 

Despite her powers Charlie couldn’t find her energy. She could run fast, 
but she stumbled over the ball or kicked it out of bounds. The wind had 
been let out of Kelly’s sails, too. Their team lost 4—3. The loss felt like an 
ominous sign of even worse things to come. 


CHAPTER 16 
Really Not Funny Anymore 


After the game Maria, Mac, Kelly, Charlie, and their families gathered in 
the parking lot. Maria convinced her mom to let her go over to Charlie’s 
house to do homework and have dinner. “That way Mrs. Dr. Wilde can keep 
an eye on my injuries,” she said. 

“Just don’t mess around with any more science experiments,” warned 
Maytée. 

“I won't.” 

“I think we’ll all be more careful,” said Mrs. Wilde, resting a gentle 
hand on Maytée’s forearm. “Kelly and Mac, you’re both welcome to come 
over, too,” said Charlie’s mom. 

“Sure,” said Mac. 

“T have other plans, thank you,” said Kelly. Her warmth from when she 
was helping Maria had faded, and she was back to being icy again. “In 
fact,” she said, looking away, “I need to go now. See you tomorrow, 
everybody.” She picked up her backpack. 

“Do you want a ride?” asked Maria’s mom. 

“No, thanks, I’m good,” said Kelly, smiling politely. 

The group said their good-byes and Kelly jogged toward her home 
alone. Maria’s parents and stepbrothers went to their car, and Mrs. Wilde 
walked over to hers with Andy, Charlie, Maria, and Mac following. 

Once inside the car, with the doors closed, Maria let out a huge sigh of 
relief. “Good grief,” she moaned, flopping back against the seat. “That was 
a disaster!” 

“What triggered it?” asked Mac. “I saw you fly through the air.” 

“Me too,” said Andy. “You looked cool.” 


“I was just playing hard. The other team came at me. I tried to get 
around them and just sort of leaped into the air and kept going and going 
until I landed flat on my back. It was insane. I didn’t realize what had 
happened at first.” 

“But you gave the device back,” said Mac. “I don’t get how this could 
happen without it. Unless...” 

Charlie cringed. “Don’t say it. There’s no way it changed her 
permanently.” The thought was unfathomable. “We’re going to fix this, 
Maria. Mom, did you call Dr. Sharma?” 

“Yes, once the game resumed. She wants to take a look at Maria, so 
we’re heading downtown to the home base they’re setting up.” 

“Do you think they’ll be able to find Dad? It’s a big building.” 

“I hope so. I’m sure they’ll tell us more once we get there.” 

“What about food?” asked Andy. 

“Dr. Sharma’s picking up dinner for everybody.” 

“Good,” said Charlie. “I’m starving.” She glanced at Maria, who was 
quieter than usual. A tear slid out of her eye. Charlie squeezed her hand. 
“It’s going to be okay,” she told her. But even Charlie was beginning to 
doubt it. How awful it must feel for Maria to not know if or when she was 
going to change again. 

Maria stared ahead, unseeing. “I’m a monster,” she whispered. “I’m like 
one of them—those awful hybrid soldiers.” 


Mrs. Wilde parked behind the building in a small lot and checked her text 
messages from Dr. Sharma for the directions to the correct office. They 
went inside and up to the sixth floor. Then they counted the doors to the 
right one and stopped in front of it. 

““Water and Sewage Treatment Complaints Office’?” said Maria, 
reading the fading stenciled sign on the door. 

Mrs. Wilde looked mystified, but she tried the door and it opened. 

Immediately in front of them was a receptionist’s counter. On it was a 
small sign next to a bell, inviting customers to ring for service. Next to the 
bell was a small decorative vase with clear and black stones in it, a few 
pens, and a clipboard with a waiting list. A few names were written on the 
list and crossed out. Behind the receptionist work area was a full wall with a 
door off to the left. 


“Are you sure this is it?” Charlie whispered. 

“Ms. Sabbith said this office was used for something else until 
recently,” said Mrs. Wilde under her breath. “I’m sure this is the right 
place.” 

Mac went up to the counter and dinged the bell. They all waited. 

A few moments later Dr. Sharma opened the door. “You found us. Come 
on in.” 

Curious, the party followed her back behind the counter and through the 
door. “Ms. Sabbith rigged the door to lock automatically when it closes,” 
Dr. Sharma explained, “so remember that when you come and go. We 
should keep it closed for everyone’s safety in case we get discovered and 
need to hide inside. Pll give you a key to it, Diana. If someone rings the bell 
when you’re back here in the surveillance area, use caution in deciding 
whether to open it and let them in.” 

“We’re going to need to hide?” said Andy uncertainly. 

Mrs. Wilde glanced at him and rested her hand on his shoulder. 
“Probably not, buddy. It’s just in case.” 

Dr. Sharma closed the door firmly and they heard a loud click of the 
lock. 

When they turned around, they found themselves in the surveillance 
area. Ms. Sabbith, unloading thin TV monitors encased in bubble wrap 
from a box, waved in greeting. The place was slightly chaotic, with 
partitions and office furniture and electronics strewn everywhere, but there 
were a few cleared tables and chairs set up. 

Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith took a dinner break with the others, and 
everyone ate quickly as Mrs. Wilde caught them up on what had happened 
at the soccer game. 

Maria kept staring off into space, looking sad, and didn’t eat much. 
Charlie lost her appetite halfway through, and even Mac set his fork down 
when he saw how upset his friend was. Andy finished off Charlie’s food in 
addition to his own. 

Later Dr. Sharma beckoned Maria over to a desk. Mrs. Wilde joined 
them. The two devices the agents had collected rested in front of them. 
Charlie hovered nearby, listening. 

Maria looked imploringly at Dr. Sharma. “Why did this happen when I 
wasn’t wearing the bracelet?” 


Dr. Sharma glanced at Mrs. Wilde, then looked solemnly at Maria. She 
pursed her lips, then picked up the Mark Two and turned it slowly in her 
hand. “I don’t know for sure because I didn’t work on this device. But my 
guess is that the bracelet permanently changed your DNA. It’s similar to Dr. 
Gray’s Mark One, except his soldiers’ physical bodies don’t change back 
like yours does. The Mark Two must be different in that it responds to your 
body’s signals—you look like your regular self when everything is fine, but 
when you sense danger, your body automatically changes to give you the 
abilities and features of your corresponding animal.” 

Maria didn’t say anything. 

Dr. Sharma went on. “Like Gray’s soldiers, you don’t have to keep 
wearing the device for basic monkey abilities to kick in. Nubia might have 
embedded other components in it that could enhance the wearer’s skills, I 
don’t know. It’s got some buttons, so I assume there’s a reason for them.” 

“But . . . wait,” said Maria. “Go back to what you said about the DNA 
thing. What do you mean, ‘permanently’? Like permanently permanent? Do 
you mean you can’t fix me?” 

“Pm not sure yet,” admitted Dr. Sharma. “I believe I can. But Pll have 
to do some research to see if there’s a way to reverse the effects or possibly 
make a new device with your original DNA that will return you to your old 
self.” 

Maria and Mrs. Wilde stared. “How long will something like that take?” 
asked Mrs. Wilde. 

“Again, I’m not sure. It’ll definitely help if I can locate Nubia. Still no 
luck there.” Dr. Sharma’s face clouded. “And I’ve been trying to reach Jack, 
but he’s not responding to my calls or emails. I’m worried that Victor has 
gotten him, too, since he managed to get Jack’s device.” 

“You said Jack was going to Peru to do research, right?” asked Mrs. 
Wilde. “Maybe he’s in a remote area and doesn’t have a signal.” 

“Perhaps. But I fear the worst. Anyway, I’m going to work on your case 
right now, Maria, while Erica sets up the equipment. I hope to have some 
answers for you soon.” 

Mac looked over at Maria, horrified. “You’re like the Hulk,” he 
whispered. 

Maria buried her face in her hands. “Only not nearly that cool.” 


Dr. Sharma gave her a sympathetic smile. “Perhaps Nubia didn’t intend 
for the actual physical traits to accompany the animal’s special ability. 
Unfortunately, she didn’t get far enough in the process to eliminate that 
problem. Maybe she was on the verge of it, though—don’t give up hope. 
Try not to get into situations where you’ll feel trapped or scared or overly 
excited. If you can stay relatively calm, it might never happen again.” 

Charlie and Maria stared at each other in horror, no doubt thinking the 
same thing. What about soccer? What about just being a sixth grader and 
living a normal life? 

“It’s a terrible way to live, though,” murmured Charlie’s mother. She 
gave Maria’s arm a reassuring squeeze. “Once we have Charles back, I’m 
sure he can help Quinn work on this. Don’t worry.” 

“Yeah,” said Andy, who’d crept up to listen in, “my dad can do pretty 
much anything.” 

“Please don’t tell my parents about this,” said Maria. “They’Il freak.” 

Dr. Sharma looked solemn. “If we reach the point where we have to tell 
them, I’ll take responsibility. And we’ll take care of you and your family. 
You will have our full support. For now, though, I prefer they didn’t know 
about this either.” 

Tapping her chin thoughtfully, she turned to Ms. Sabbith. “I’ve already 
got a few ideas on how to try to change Maria’s DNA back to what it was 
before. But I’m going to need some lab instruments. And . . . some very 
specific materials. High-clearance stuff that an ordinary civilian can’t 
exactly order online, if you know what I mean.” 

Ms. Sabbith looked sidelong at Dr. Sharma. “Would it be stuff that Talos 
Global happens to have back in Chicago?” 

“You read my mind.” 

Ms. Sabbith grinned. “You can count on me. Pll go back and try to snag 
whatever you need.” 

“Great. I'll do some research and build a list of supplies over the next 
day or two,” Dr. Sharma said. “That’ll give you time to set up the cameras 
and teach me how to control them before you go.” 

Mac and Charlie exchanged an intrigued glance. Cameras? 

“Tt won’t take long,” said Ms. Sabbith. She turned to Maria. “Dr. 
Sharma’s a great scientist. She’s going to fix you. Believe it.” 

Maria looked relieved. “Good. Thanks.” 


Ms. Sabbith went back to her work, and Dr. Sharma opened her 
briefcase and began to study some files, apparently refamiliarizing herself 
with the work she and the other biologists had done ten years before. At the 
sight of the files Charlie was reminded of the envelope, and the access code 
she’d found after lunch. She could finally deactivate Defense Mode and try 
out Battle Mode. 

“Hey, Dr. Sharma,” said Charlie, spying her backpack and going over to 
it, “I’ve got that Talos Global envelope for you. Maybe the Project Chimera 
papers have a clue that will help you know how to get Maria back to 
normal.” She opened the flap. 

“Oh yes!” exclaimed Dr. Sharma, turning to look at her. “I’m glad you 
brought it. There might be some important information in there.” 

Charlie rummaged through her backpack. She moved a few books and 
homework folders around, and then frowned. “Where is it? I put it in here 
after lunch, didn’t I?” 

Mac and Maria shrugged. “You were holding it in your hand when we 
split up after lunch,” said Mac. 

“T put it away right after that,” said Charlie. “I’m sure of it.” 

“Did you take it out again to get the access code?” asked Mac. 

“No,” said Charlie. “I didn’t have a chance to. And I forgot about it 
once Maria’s problem started.” She pulled everything out of the backpack, 
but came up empty-handed and frustrated. “I could have sworn I put it in 
here as I was walking to class with Kelly. But maybe I pulled it out to make 
room for something else and accidentally left it somewhere.” She shook her 
head. “I wouldn’t be that careless with something so important.” 

“Then where did it go?” asked Mac. 

Charlie was truly puzzled. “Andy, you didn’t touch it, did you?” 

“Nope. What is it?” 

“A manila envelope that says “Talos Global’ on the outside. It had some 
really important papers and a Project Chimera file in it, with information 
about all the devices. Where the heck . . . ?” 

“What’s manila?” asked Andy. 

“Its like yellowy-tan. . . .” She trailed off, looked totally bewildered, 
then searched through everything again, even though it was obvious the 
envelope wasn’t there. Finally she gave up. “Maybe it’s in my locker,” she 
said, feeling helpless and unsettled. She repacked her things, mentally going 


through her afternoon, trying to remember the last time she saw it. “I’ll go 
to school early tomorrow and look for it.” 

“When you find it, let me know right away,” said Dr. Sharma, looking 
concerned. “Potentially for Maria’s sake, of course, but also because we 
don’t want anyone reading what’s in there.” 


Near the windows that overlooked the bank building, Ms. Sabbith set a 
briefcase on the table and opened it. She glanced over her shoulder and saw 
Maria looking melancholy and Charlie looking frazzled. “Come on over 
here,” she said to the kids. “Let me show you what we’re doing.” 

Charlie, Mac, Maria, and Andy obeyed and watched curiously as Ms. 
Sabbith pulled some tiny wrapped items from the briefcase. The kids grew 
even more curious when they realized what she was unpacking. It was a set 
of insects. Real ones, or so they appeared, and actual size. 

“They’re synthetic,” said Ms. Sabbith. There was a dragonfly, a brown 
roach, a small spider, and a ladybug. 








“What are these for?” asked Maria. She scrunched up her nose at the 
roach. 

“You’ll see.” Ms. Sabbith picked up her cell phone, opened an app, and 
pressed a few buttons. The roach skittered over the table toward the 
children. 

“Yuck!” said Andy, jumping backward. 

“Disgusting!” said Mac. He cringed, but cautiously moved closer to see 
how they worked. “Cool technology inside gross bugs,” he moaned. “I’m so 
conflicted.” 

Ms. Sabbith laughed and instructed the kids to watch a large monitor on 
a table nearby, then she moved the roach around. She made it run to the 
edge of the table and lean over, then turned its head from side to side. On 
the screen was a moving picture of the inside of the room. 

“Tt’s a camera?” asked Charlie. “Are these the ones Dr. Sharma 
mentioned?” 


“Yes. They’re drones—well, technically, only the ones that fly are 
called drones. But they’re all decoys that’ll help us spy on Dr. Gray. The 
roach and dragonfly are big enough to hold microphones as well as 
cameras.” She pulled something else much bigger out of the case. It was a 
beautiful red cardinal. Ms. Sabbith messed around with her phone some 
more, and soon the cardinal’s eyes opened. It hopped so convincingly that, 
for a moment, Charlie thought it had to be real. Then it took off and flew 
around the room. The computer monitor showed everything the cardinal 
could see. 

“Wow!” said Mac. “It looks like an actual bird!” 

“These little guys are going to help us a lot.” She looked at some plastic 
crates on the ground that held more screens. “Do any of you know how to 
set up a monitor?” 

“I do.” Mac was eager to have his hands on such quality merchandise. 
He and the others helped set up the equipment, and soon there was an 
insect’s view on each screen. Ms. Sabbith messed around with her phone 
app and began switching camera views and monitors, trying each one out 
on the big screen, so they could have a closer look at whichever drone’s 
camera they needed. Then she set up a laptop computer on a table and 
switched to using that to control the drones and monitors. 

“Why are you doing both?” asked Mac. 

“I want the phone set up in case we need to go mobile without looking 
suspicious,” said Ms. Sabbith. “Also to use as a backup. But mainly we’ll 
work from the laptop. We’ll mount the monitors on the wall later and 
connect the sound to come through my computer speakers.” 

“Increíble,” said Maria under her breath, forgetting about her personal 
problems for the moment. “But how are you going to get the cameras over 
there?” 

“Pll show you in a bit,” Ms. Sabbith said. She checked her watch and 
went to the window. It was getting dark outside. Then she pulled a thin, 
portable window shade from a duffel bag on the floor, unrolled it, and 
attached it to one of the windows. It was see-through from their side. Ms. 
Sabbith pointed to the ninth floor, where the soldiers had said they’d be. 
There were lights on in some of the rooms, though the shades were still 
drawn. “Now you can stand in front of this window and look outside 


without anyone being able to see you. That’!] do until we can get something 
more permanent. But finding Dr. Wilde takes priority at the moment.” 

Ms. Sabbith donned a baseball cap and sunglasses. She picked up her 
cell phone, the roach, and the spider. “Quinn, I’m heading over to get the 
non-flyers planted where we need them.” 

Dr. Sharma glanced up at her, then nodded and went back to her 
research. 

The kids crowded in front of the screened window, and soon they could 
see Ms. Sabbith crossing the street below. She went into the back entrance 
of the bank building, where Charlie had seen the soldiers unloading 
equipment the previous day. From their location on the sixth floor of this 
building, they couldn’t see anything inside the main floor of the bank 
building. But it didn’t take long for Ms. Sabbith to come striding back 
outside. A few minutes later she returned to home base. 

“Let’s turn these on,” Ms. Sabbith said. She pushed a few buttons on the 
computer and two of the monitors lit up. She moved the roach cam to the 
big screen. “The main floor was empty, so it was no problem to plant both 
insects in the elevator. I sent them up to the ninth floor. I’m going to leave 
the spider in the elevator for now so we can see who’s coming and going. 
But the roach is heading out into the hallway. Let’s have a look around.” 

Their view on the roach screen was of a long corridor with a few 
doorways. There were some soldiers standing and talking at the far end. Ms. 
Sabbith made the roach skitter down one side, staying close to the wall. 
When it came to a door, she guided it underneath. It was dark and quiet. 
They couldn’t make out much on the screen. 

“I think PII just park you here out of the way for now until I get these 
others set up,” Ms. Sabbith murmured as she worked. She glanced out the 
window and up at the ninth floor across the street. It was nearly dark out 
now. A few lights burned in the windows. “Time for the flyers.” 

Ms. Sabbith proceeded to pick up the ladybug and put it in the 
cardinal’s beak. Then she opened the window a few inches—as far as it 
would go—and slid the cardinal out. She set it on the ledge and left it there, 
then went back to the computer to make the drone fly through the evening 
toward the top floor of the bank building. 

Mac watched intently everything she was doing. Ms. Sabbith landed the 
bird on the middle windowsill of one of the three lit-up windows that had 


its shade drawn, then carefully maneuvered it to deposit the ladybug onto 
the sill. Then she made the ladybug walk up the edge of the window frame 
to a spot where the shade was torn, which gave her a good view into the 
room. With a few quick keystrokes Ms. Sabbith directed the ladybug cam to 
be displayed on the big screen, and it showed an empty laboratory with 
several stations and high-tech equipment. “Aha,” she said. “Now we’re 
getting somewhere. Still no biologist, though.” 

By now Mac had pulled up a chair next to Ms. Sabbith, who was fast 
becoming his new hero. “Doesn’t the ladybug fly?” he asked. 

“Yes, but I didn’t want to risk it—it’s windy and dark and she’s so tiny.” 

Mac nodded thoughtfully. 

Leaving the ladybug in its prime spot, Ms. Sabbith took the cardinal 
controls and flew the bird to a tall palm tree that bordered the parking lot at 
the back of the bank building. She pointed the bird’s camera at the back 
door that the soldiers had used. Then she set the bird to rotate its head every 
ten seconds to scan the parking lot before turning back to the door. “Okay. 
The cardinal is in place. Now for the dragonfly.” 

Ms. Sabbith sent the dragonfly out the window and flying to the top of 
the building and out of sight. “Hit Control-Shift-Plus for me, will you, 
Mac?” 

“Sure,” said Mac. He did it, and a light from the dragonfly began 
pinging on the screen. 

“That’ll help us find a way inside.” 

Mac nodded and sat up straight, inching his chair closer to Ms. 
Sabbith’s. He watched every keystroke command the woman made, no 
doubt memorizing it. Charlie could tell he was itching to do more. She and 
Maria exchanged a smile as they watched him silently geek out. 

Ms. Sabbith was quiet for a moment, concentrating hard on landing the 
dragonfly exactly where she wanted it. 

“There’s a vent!” Mac said. 

“Yep,” said Ms. Sabbith. “Good eye, kid. Good eye.” 

Mac grinned. Ms. Sabbith crawled the dragonfly over the flat roof to the 
vent and slowly let it flutter down inside it. 

Andy, who’d been mesmerized, spoke up. “Why is there a hole in the 
roof? Doesn’t the rain get inside?” 


“Tt lets the heat out. There’s a tented cap over the space and our 
dragonfly is just small enough to crawl under it. So generally no rain can 
get inside. It’s hard to see how that works in the dark, though.” She shifted 
in her chair and squinted at the screen. “This is going to take a while,” she 
told the kids. “And it’ll probably be boring.” 

Mrs. Wilde, who had been helping Dr. Sharma sort through the files 
she’d brought, looked up. When she saw the monitors were working, she 
came over. Her face was strained as she waited for evidence of her missing 
husband. “Since it’s going to be a bit before Ms. Sabbith finds anything, 
maybe you kids should get your homework done. Don’t you have a test, 
Charlie?” 

“Yeah,” Charlie said. She didn’t mention that she actually had two tests 
the next day. And she didn’t feel like studying. 

“PII let you know when I find something exciting,” Ms. Sabbith 
promised. 

The four kids reluctantly left the area and went to the table where they’d 
had dinner to pull out their homework. “At least tomorrow’s our last day of 
school for a while,” said Mac. 

Charlie could hardly keep track of what day it was. Everything was 
messed up. She started studying some notes from her English class but her 
mind wandered back to her school day, and she began wondering again 
where the Talos Global envelope could be. Had she left it in theater class? 
She remembered seeing it when she’d put away her script of the new 
musical they were going to do. She looked up quickly. “Oh, Mom—I forgot 
to tell you our final musical for the school year is going to be The Sound of 
Music.” 

“Nice choice,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

“Is Kelly playing the lead?” asked Maria. 

“We haven’t had auditions yet—they’re not until Monday after spring 
break. But probably.” 

They chatted a little more about school as they worked. Their 
conversation was strained as they tried to act normal, and they all kept 
looking over at the screens, hoping to catch a glimpse of Mr. Wilde—he 
just had to be there. 

Just when Mrs. Wilde was ready to call it a night and head home, Ms. 
Sabbith muttered under her breath. “Annnd .. . we’re in. Where, I’m not 


sure. But we’re somewhere above the ceiling on the ninth floor.” The screen 
lightened up considerably, and she maneuvered the dragonfly to rest on the 
air vent grate. Then she tipped the dragonfly forward so it could look down 
into the room, being careful not to let him fall through. It panned the area. 

Ms. Sabbith stopped it abruptly when the monitor showed something 
moving. She focused and sucked in a breath. “Diana,” she said, turning to 
the woman, “I think we found him.” 

Everyone came running over to the monitors. Charlie’s mom leaned 
forward and gasped. 

The dragonfly cam zoomed in and focused on two men who were tied to 
chairs and looking beat up. 

One of them was Charlie’s father. 


CHAPTER 17 
The Non-Rescue Plan 


“Dad!” cried Charlie and Andy together. 

“Charles!” cried their mom. 

Everyone stared in horror at the two prisoners. “What did they do to 
them?” asked Maria. “Your dad is all beat up.” 

“Who’s that other guy?” asked Mac. The second man’s face was in the 
shadows, and his body was thin and weak-looking. 

Dr. Sharma came over too, and peered more closely. Her expression 
darkened. “Just as I feared. It’s Jack.” She put her hand to her forehead and 
turned around, like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Then she 
turned back to the screen. “That’s Dr. Jack Goldstein. And clearly he’s not 
in Peru.” She shook her head. “He’s practically emaciated. They must have 
had him all this time.” 

Everyone gathered around to get a closer look. “Can we go in and get 
them?” asked Mrs. Wilde. “It doesn’t look like anybody else is in there.” 

Ms. Sabbith made the dragonfly pivot, showing a soldier at the door. “I 
think we need to assess a few things before we rush in.” There was a desk 
in the room, but no one was sitting there at the moment. 

“One step at a time,” agreed Dr. Sharma. “Let’s see our scientists again. 
Erica, can you zoom in on Charles’s face?” 

Ms. Sabbith did so. Though the picture was grainy, they could make out 
a few scabbed-over cuts and bruises. 

“Those bruises look a few days old,” said Charlie’s mom. “No fresh 
ones that I can see.” 

“So?” asked Charlie. Andy just stared at their father. His bottom lip 
trembled. 


“So that means they’re not currently getting assaulted,” said Mrs. Wilde. 
“Or at least they haven’t been probably since Tuesday when they abducted 
Charles.” 

“Logically, then,” said Ms. Sabbith, “it follows that they’re somehow 
complying with Dr. Gray’s wishes.” 

“But my dad would never help a bad person like Dr. Gray,” said 
Charlie. 

“Yeah,” said Andy tearfully. 

“Unless Gray threatened him,” said Dr. Sharma. “Whatever the case, we 
still have no idea how many soldiers are here and what they’re doing. Our 
plan for now is to watch them for a while. If either of the scientists look like 
they’re in serious danger, we’ll drop everything and figure out a way to go 
in. But if they are not being tortured—beyond this, anyway—we need to sit 
tight and observe. Figure out when Dr. Gray and the soldiers are most 
vulnerable. We also need to know exactly what Dr. Gray is up to and what 
he’s capable of.” 

“I just want this to be over,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

Dr. Sharma put a hand on her arm. “Respectfully, Diana, I know how 
much you want your husband safe and home again. We all want that. And 
that will happen. But we’re dealing with unknown factors here. What we 
know from Charlie and her friends is that there are at least six soldiers, 
which means we’re outnumbered. So we need to gather more information 
and come up with a plan. And while we obviously want to put an end to this 
whole project, our first priority is to get Charles and Jack out of there 
safely. So for now we wait and watch without them detecting us, and go 
from there.” She paused. “Does that make sense?” 

Slowly Charlie’s mom nodded. “Yes,” she said quietly. She put her 
hands on her children’s shoulders. 

“But my dad will be safe, right?” asked Andy. 

“Yes, I believe he will be.” Dr. Sharma gave Andy a reassuring smile, 
but he still looked troubled. “That’s why we’ve got to do this right the first 
time.” She straightened up, then said to Mrs. Wilde, “And now maybe you 
and the children ought to head home. Tomorrow we should have all the 
cameras placed where we want them and the microphones on the dragonfly 
and roach working.” 


“I can help,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Just let me know what you need me to 
do.” 

“Great. Get some sleep and we’ll talk in the morning. Pll alert you 
immediately if anything changes.” 

Ms. Sabbith looked at Mrs. Wilde. “You can be sure we’ll have our 
cameras on your husband and Dr. Goldstein as much as possible.” She went 
to a different table, calling out, “Quinn, I’ve got the blueprints of the bank 
building. Let’s get to work.” 

Dr. Sharma flashed a grin and joined her. 

Mrs. Wilde took one last look at her husband and Jack on the screen, 
then she swallowed hard and herded the children to pick up their things so 
they could go home. 

Andy was quiet for most of the ride. When it was just the three of them 
left, he said, “Dad looked really bad all tied up and with those bruises. Do 
you think those soldiers are going to hurt him again? I don’t like it.” He 
sniffled and whined. “Why can’t we just go in there and rescue him?” 

“Oh, honey,” said Mrs. Wilde, reaching back between the seats to give 
his leg a reassuring squeeze. “I wish you hadn’t seen that. Your dad is going 
to be just fine. I promise. We’re .. . we’re going to get him out of there. We 
just have to wait a little bit.” 

“Don’t worry, buddy,” Charlie said, even though she was worried too. 
“We found him. That’s the first step.” But she couldn’t get the image of her 
dad tied to that chair out of her head either. It was disturbing enough for her 
—it was probably even worse for Andy, who didn’t seem to be handling 
this whole mess very well. And what if things didn’t quite go the way Dr. 
Sharma expected? The soldiers were violent. Charlie knew that well 
enough. 

After Andy went to bed, Charlie and her mom stayed up a little longer; 
Charlie to study some more for her tests the next day, and her mother to sit 
quietly with her troubled thoughts and a cup of tea. After a while Mrs. 
Wilde nodded to herself and picked up her phone, then went into another 
room to make a call. 

As Charlie packed up her homework and headed upstairs, she overheard 
her mom say, “Hola, Alejandra, it’s Diana Wilde, Andy’s mom. Is Juan still 
interested in having Andy go camping with you?” 


On Friday morning Charlie, Andy, and their mom all ate breakfast together. 
Mrs. Wilde looked a little less tired than she had the past couple of 
mornings. Charlie had slept better too, knowing her dad had been found. 
And though his condition was certainly concerning, Charlie hoped her mom 
was right about the injuries starting to heal—maybe there wouldn’t be any 
more. 

Mrs. Wilde sat down at the table next to Andy. “I talked to Juan’s 
mother last night after you went to bed,” she said brightly. “They’d still 
love to have you go with them on their trip. I think it might be fun.” 

Andy, mouth full of cereal, looked at her. A drip of milk leaked from the 
corner of his lips, and he hurried to wipe it away with his sleeve. He 
chewed quickly, then said, “But I need to stay here with you because of 
Dad.” 

Mrs. Wilde glanced at Charlie, then back at Andy. “Well, we know 
where he is now. And there’s no sense in all of us having a boring spring 
break. Right, Charlie?” 

Charlie nodded. “I wish my friends were going somewhere cool so I 
could go with them. But their parents all have to stay home and work.” She 
tried to look nonchalant. “I’d go if I were you, but that’s just me.” 

Andy tilted his head thoughtfully. He took another bite. 

“You wouldn’t be far away,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Just a few hours’ drive. 
You could let us know if there are any cool places for us to go as a family 
once we’re all back together.” 

“And,” added Charlie, “we can keep you updated about what’s going 
on. If we need you, Mom can drive up and get you.” 

Andy considered the option for another minute as he finished his 
breakfast, then a small smile played on his lips. “It would be fun,” he said. 
“They’re going to be camping and hiking and stuff.” He pushed his chair 
back. “Are you sure you don’t need me, Mom?” 

“T think now that Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith found Dad, we can take it 
from here. Pd really like you to go. You deserve some fun. You’re a kid, 
after all.” 

“But I’m not packed or anything. They’re leaving tonight.” Andy grew 
concerned. 

“PII help you get ready after school,” said Charlie. “It’ll only take a few 
minutes.” 


Andy’s face lit up. “Okay,” he said. “Yeah, Ill go.” He whipped out his 
cell phone. “Can I tell Juan?” 

“Sure,” said Mrs. Wilde. She grinned at Charlie as Andy texted 
excitedly. 

Charlie grinned back, but then her smile faded. She knew why her mom 
didn’t want Andy around. She was worried about what he’d see on the 
monitors. She was worried about trouble. Maybe even danger. Charlie 
hoped they wouldn’t have to deal with any of that. But the thought of it 
made her put her push her cereal bowl away. She wasn’t hungry anymore. 


Charlie left for school early so she could look for the Talos Global 
envelope. She checked the Lost and Found table in the office, but it wasn’t 
there. Mr. Anderson was sitting behind the office counter, just as he had 
been on Charlie’s first day of school, working intently on something. 

“Hi, Mr. Anderson,” she said. Today he wore a brown Hawaiian shirt 
with pineapples all over it, and he wasn’t wearing his bolo tie. 

Her drama teacher looked up over his half-glasses and smiled. “Good 
morning, Charlie.” 

“You didn’t happen to find a big envelope with a bunch of papers inside 
it in the auditorium yesterday after sixth period, did you?” 

“No, I’m sorry, I haven’t seen it.” 

“Thanks.” Charlie turned to go. 

“Good luck,” said Mr. Anderson. 

Next she peeked into her seventh-period classroom but didn’t see it 
anywhere. She traced her steps to the PE building and checked her locker 
there, but it was empty. The envelope was nowhere to be found. Frustrated, 
Charlie let out a deep sigh. The code that would’ve allowed her to 
deactivate Defense Mode and try out Battle Mode had been at her 
fingertips, and now it was gone. But she was also worried about losing 
these top secret documents. Granted, anybody just glancing at the papers 
would likely have no clue what they were actually looking at, but if 
someone decided to really dive in... well, that could be a big problem. 

After Charlie left the locker room empty handed, she spotted Maria 
outside the main entrance walking into the schoolyard. She went to meet 
her. Maria was wearing jeans and a long-sleeve top with a bright yellow 


lightweight scarf tied jauntily at her neck. She pointed to it and explained, 
“Just in case I need to go full-on Sister Maria because of you-know-what.” 

“Nice one,” said Charlie. “Sister Maria. The Sound of Music. You 
should try out—the nun costumes would cover your beard and tail, Pl bet.” 

Maria flashed her a quizzical look. “What are you talking about?” 

Charlie was confused too. “Weren’t you talking about Sister Maria from 
The Sound of Music? The musical we’re going to do? She, like, becomes a 
nun and wears a habit thing.” 

“No, Pm talking about me Maria. Looking like a nun except with this 
scarf instead of a habit. And there’s no way I’m trying out for anything— 
I’m no actor. I’d rather read a comic book any day.” 

“You’re sort of acting out the life of a comic book hero right now, aren’t 
you?” 

“Well, I’m not one.” 

Charlie put a hand on her hip. “That’s almost exactly what I said to you 
last week. And you told me I had responsibilities.” 

“Aw, shut up, Chuck,” Maria said with a small grin. “At least you look 
normal.” Her face grew troubled. 

Charlie laughed. “Yeah, sure. Running seventy miles an hour down the 
sidewalk looks really normal. But I get it.” 

Maria dropped her gaze and spoke quietly. “You can’t possibly get what 
this is like for me.” 

Charlie blinked. She of all people could relate to what Maria was going 
through. “What are you talking about?” 

“At least when your bracelet kicks in, it doesn’t change your 
appearance, Charlie. I can’t control this, and I don’t have a clue when it’s 
going to happen again. It’s scary. I’m... I’m, like, really stressed out about 
it. And...” Maria clenched her jaw and blinked tears away. 

Charlie’s heart flooded with concern for her friend. “And what?” she 
asked. 

“And ... when it happens, I look like one of them. The bad guys. I look 
like a monster. A freak.” She waved a hand in front of her face to ward off 
the tears. “I don’t even dare to cry. What if that sets it off?” 

Charlie was quiet, thinking things through. She had thought she’d 
understood at least some of what Maria was going through. But now she 
considered it from Maria’s perspective. What if Charlie had actually taken 





on the physical features of the animals from her bracelet? How horrible 
would it be to grow fur like a cheetah when the speed ability kicked in, or 
sprout an elephant trunk out of her face when her strength was activated? 
That would be disastrous. 

A new, deeper understanding began to dawn on Charlie. “Wow. You’re 
right,” she said softly. “I can’t imagine how that feels. I’m. . . really sorry. I 
don’t know what I’m talking about at all.” 

Maria nodded. “Thanks,” she said. “That means a lot. Do you think I 
can spend extra time with you this week? Then at least if I change again... 
I’ll be with people who won’t freak out.” 

“Absolutely,” Charlie promised, feeling sure her mother would agree. 
“We’re going to do everything we can to help you.” But both of them felt 
like they weren’t any closer to a solution. 

They walked to first period together, uncharacteristically quiet, and met 
up with Mac and Kelly. 

Kelly seemed off that morning, too—in fact, she’d seemed a little off 
ever since Wednesday at Charlie’s house. Charlie figured today she was 
really moody about having to go to Cabo. 

“So,” Charlie asked brightly, “are you all packed for your trip?” 

Kelly shrugged and averted her eyes. “I guess.” 

Charlie glanced at Mac, who was making a “don’t talk about that” face. 
Charlie raised her eyebrows and fell silent. Maria remained glum and didn’t 
say anything, so Mac and Charlie eventually went to their seats at the back 
of the room before the bell even rang. 

“Tense,” muttered Charlie to him. 

“Yeah. Maria too—what’s up with her?” 

“She’s really upset about the monkey stuff,” said Charlie. “Worried, 
scared, all of that. She’s feeling pretty bad.” 

“But Dr. Sharma is working on fixing it.” 

“Yeah, but that doesn’t help for now, when she could change at any 
second. She’s scared.” 

“Maybe we need to help her get her mind off it,” said Mac. 

“Maybe,” said Charlie as the bell rang and their teacher walked in. But 
she doubted that would help. Their friend was in a really hard spot, and 
Charlie didn’t have time to explain just how bad it was at the moment. 


First period dragged, and so did second. In anticipation of spring break, kids 
were more rowdy than usual, but the four friends weren’t feeling it. They 
split up after second hour as usual, and Charlie walked to third period 
behind Kelly since it was so awkward walking next to her when she’d 
hardly speak. She took the opportunity to cram for her social studies test as 
she passed from one building to the next across the courtyard. 

During the test Charlie’s mind wandered. She couldn’t stop thinking 
about her father and how awful he’d looked tied up in that chair. But seeing 
him had given her some sense of relief, too. At least she knew that he was 
okay. Charlie didn’t ace the test, that was certain. She handed it in feeling a 
bit numb and just hoped she’d passed. 

In fourth period, when her teacher showed a film, Charlie’s mind 
traveled to her friend again. How awful it must be for Maria to walk around 
every second of the day hoping not to grow a tail and a beard of fur. And it 
must be nerve-racking for Maria to fear that it could happen in front of her 
parents and cause a huge amount of trouble. Not to mention in front of 
friends at school or even strangers—who knew how people would react to 
that? One accidental transformation in public could change Maria’s life 
forever . . . and not for the better. If Dr. Sharma couldn’t fix the problem, 
would Maria be forced to wear one of those suits like Dr. Gray’s soldiers in 
order to hide the truth? 

Granted, it wasn’t quite as bad as being one of those permanently 
altered soldiers. If Maria could stay calm, changing into a howler monkey 
wasn’t likely to happen. But Maria was not the kind of person who liked to 
be told to remain calm. That was impossible for a passionate person like 
her. It was only a matter of time before the power kicked in again. The only 
question was when. 

At lunch Mac tried to distract Maria by talking a lot about how cool the 
insect cameras were and how he hoped Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith would 
let him have a chance at the controls. Maria remained subdued. She hadn’t 
changed into a weremonkey all morning, and it seemed she was determined 
to continue that streak by locking in all her feelings and emotions. She 
wasn’t herself at all. 

Charlie engaged with Mac halfheartedly, shooting sympathetic looks at 
Maria every now and then. She was beginning to feel helpless about making 


Maria feel better. Mac eventually quieted too, sensing the mood, and 
seemed a bit stumped about what to do. 

In theater class Mr. Anderson went over the passages that the actors 
needed to memorize for the auditions. The rest of the day crawled, 
including Charlie’s second test in language arts. Thankfully there were no 
soccer practices or games until school was back in session. 

Once the final bell rang, the kids were done. Charlie, Mac, and Maria 
met up outside the main entrance before heading home. Excited students 
ran past them. Then they spied Kelly walking out of the building with her 
head lowered. 

“Have a Safe trip, Kel,” said Maria, going up to her. “Try to have some 
fun. Maybe the ocean won’t be so bad.” 

Kelly stopped walking. “Maybe,” she said with a sigh. “At least I’m 
getting away from my dad’s yelling for a while. I suppose that’s 
something.” 

Charlie’s heart twinged. Kelly didn’t seem to like either of her parents at 
all. And her parents obviously didn’t like each other either or they wouldn’t 
be getting divorced. It would be really hard to live like that. “I’m sorry,” she 
said impulsively. 

Kelly shrugged like it didn’t matter, but she still wouldn’t look Charlie 
in the eye. “See you,” she said stiffly. “My plane leaves in a few hours, 
so... bye.” She started walking home, leaving the three friends standing 
there watching her go. 

Charlie turned to the others. “Don’t forget you can spend as much time 
as you want this week with me and my mom,” she reminded Maria. “You 
too, Mac, if you want to.” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” said Mac. “The insect cams are practically calling 
out to me. Learning how they work is my new purpose in life now that I 
don’t have a device anymore.” 

“And we want to help rescue your dad, of course,” said Maria. 

“Cool,” said Charlie with a smile. “We’ll pick you up from Maria’s after 
we drop off Andy.” 

They both nodded. Charlie left them, heading home, and Mac and Maria 
went toward Maria’s house. The best friends knew exactly how they’d be 
spending their spring break. Hanging out with Charlie and Dr. Sharma, 
working to free two captured biologists from a mad scientist. And trying to 


keep Maria from turning into a weremonkey in front of her parents. You 
know, normal stuff. 


CHAPTER 18 
‘Trying to Be Patient 


With everything Andy had witnessed over the past few days, Mrs. Wilde 
seemed relieved to have him spend time with Juan’s family for a while. 
When Charlie got home from school, she and her mom helped him pack. 
Then they grabbed his sleeping bag and pillow and threw everything into 
the car. Charlie and her mom waited while Andy gave extended hugs to Fat 
Princess and Jessie and a short hug to Big Kitty, who didn’t care for the 
extended kind. Finally he declared he was ready to go to Juan’s house. He 
climbed into their Subaru. 

Charlie got in, too, since she and her mom were going to pick up Maria 
and Mac and head straight to home base after they dropped Andy off. 

“Just remember not to talk about any of this,” Mrs. Wilde told him as 
they neared Juan’s house. 

“I know,” said Andy. “I haven’t told anybody. Text me if anything 
happens with Dad.” 

“T will,” Mrs. Wilde promised. “And if you get worried and need to talk 
about it, you can tell Juan you want some private time and you can 
FaceTime me or Charlie. But just try to have fun.” 

Andy smiled. “Okay, Mom.” 

Mrs. Wilde pulled up to the curb in front of Juan’s house. She leaned 
over to kiss Andy good-bye in the privacy of the car, then she and Charlie 
got out and helped bring his gear over to the camper in the driveway. Juan’s 
mom, Alejandra, was loading groceries from her car into the camper, and 
Juan was climbing inside carrying a stack of board games. As they greeted 
Alejandra, Juan set his pile down and came bouncing out to help Andy 
carry his stuff inside. 

“Thank you so much for inviting Andy,” said Mrs. Wilde. 


“Juan is so excited Andy could come after all,” said Alejandra, pushing 
a lock of hair behind her ear and grinning as the boys disappeared into the 
camper, talking a mile a minute. “Pll text you our campsite location once 
we get to Sedona. We’re not quite sure when we’re coming back. If the 
weather is good and the boys are having fun, we won’t return until next 
weekend sometime.” 

“Plan on that!” called Juan from the camper. The moms laughed. 

“Anything works for us,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Just text me when you roll 
back into town. Pll come pick him up.” 

“Sounds great. I’ll keep you posted.” Alejandra turned as the boys came 
tripping out again. 

Andy wore an impish grin that Charlie hadn’t seen in a while. It made 
her feel even better about him getting away from the seriousness. “Text us 
some cool photos,” she said. She gave her brother a side hug, and then he 
hugged their mom too. 

“Bye!” he called as he and Juan went back inside the camper. Charlie 
and Mrs. Wilde waved and headed back to the car. 

“Whew,” said Mrs. Wilde when they were on their way again. “I’m glad 
for him.” 

“Me too,” said Charlie. “One less person to worry about.” 

“That’s exactly how it feels.” 

They picked up Mac and Maria and finally the four of them were 
heading to the business park. 

As they pulled into the lot behind home base, they spotted two black- 
suited soldiers in the shadows of the deserted alleyway next to the bank 
building, sneaking cautiously out of the white van and carrying in a few 
boxes. Everyone stayed in the car until the coast was clear. Then they 
hurried inside. They took the elevator up to the sixth floor and went down 
the hall to the home base office. “We did a lot of work in here today while 
you were in school,” Mrs. Wilde told Charlie. 

The reception area looked the same as before, but the surveillance area 
had been transformed. One part of it had been partitioned off as a sleeping 
room with two cots. In the remainder of the space all the tables, chairs, 
equipment, and supplies were set up and organized. The monitors hung on 
the wall between the windows, with the large one in the center, each screen 
displaying a different drone’s view. Instead of the temporary shade that Ms. 


Sabbith had put up the previous day, all the windows now had some sort of 
shaded film on them. There was a table for the bank building’s blueprints, 
and Dr. Sharma’s desk was covered in research papers and files. The 
woman Sat there organizing things, the drawer standing open. And there 
was the surveillance control table, where Ms. Sabbith had set up the laptop 
computer that was tied to the drones. 

“Welcome back,” said Dr. Sharma, standing up. As she closed the desk 
drawer, Charlie caught sight of the two devices inside. Dr. Sharma locked 
the drawer and put the key into her pocket. She went over to the 
surveillance area. “Erica’s been teaching me how to control the drones. 
She’ll be flying back to Chicago this afternoon to start gathering up the 
supplies we need.” 

That seemed to cheer Maria a bit. The three kids and Mrs. Wilde went 
over to the control table to watch. Mac was instantly glued to the lesson and 
Maria looked on eagerly as well. After a while Charlie grew bored and 
discovered the pile of blueprints on the table nearby. She went to check 
them out. 

Mrs. Wilde studied the monitors for a moment. “Anything new 
happening over there?” 

“A lot since you left,” said Dr. Sharma. “We were right about our 
hunch. Charles and Jack are working on something along with Victor. 
Look.” She hesitated, looking at the keyboard, then typed a few commands 
as Ms. Sabbith pointed them out to her. The large center screen switched to 
give them the ladybug’s view through the lab window. It was extra grainy 
because of the dust powdered on the window—an Arizona desert staple— 
but the scene was easy enough to make out. Dr. Goldstein sat in a chair at a 
low workstation, hunched over it and looking terribly weak. Charlie’s dad 
was standing at a lab table next to him, working on something very small 
with a tweezers-like instrument. Dr. Gray stood across the table from him, 
examining something. A female soldier was working with them as well. 
Occasionally they appeared to be chatting. Scattered around the room were 
a few more soldiers. 

“Kids, do you recognize this brute guarding the door?” asked Dr. 
Sharma, pointing to the lab’s entrance on the wall opposite the windows. 

“Thats Cyke,” said Charlie and Maria in unison. Cyke was 
unmistakable. He stood several inches taller than most people, and his 


shoulders were huge and broad and muscular. His mouth and nose 
protruded slightly more than an average person’s. Watching him up close on 
the monitor, they could see he had an occasional nervous tic in the form of a 
full body shudder that sent his muscles rippling under the fabric. Every now 
and then he moved side to side a bit restlessly. 

“Tell me about him.” 

Ms. Sabbith showed Dr. Sharma how to zoom in on the soldier and take 
electronic measurements and screenshots of the man. 

“He’s huge,” said Charlie. 

“Yeah, and really strong,” said Maria. 

Charlie nodded. “He can run pretty fast but not like, you know, a 
cheetah.” 

“But the dude cannot climb trees,” said Maria, shaking her head. 

“Right,” said Charlie. “Not at all! Thank goodness.” She recalled 
Tuesday after school when she’d had Maria on her back, climbing the palm 
trees by the church near Maria’s house, with Cyke chasing them. They’d 
thought for sure they were goners, but Charlie had scrambled up and out of 
reach, and Cyke had failed to shimmy up the tree even a short distance. 
He’d stayed on the ground and resorted to shaking the trunk instead. 

“Interesting,” mused Dr. Sharma, straining her eyes at the screen. Then, 
with Ms. Sabbith’s guidance, she tapped a few keys on the computer to try 
to get a clearer closeup shot. “It looks like his face is unusually shaped. Any 
idea what hybrid he is? I’d like to start figuring out all the soldiers so we 
know what abilities they might have.” 

“T don’t know,” said Charlie, “but he snorts.” 

Mac looked at her. “He snorts?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Hmm.” Dr. Sharma reviewed her notes and then, looking at the 
screenshots she’d taken, pausing on one where they could see Cyke’s 
profile. She zoomed in on his face, and they could see the outline of huge 
nostrils and teeth. “What has nostrils like this?” Dr. Sharma asked to herself 
more than to the children. 

But Mac was totally on it. “Seems like a horse to me,” he said. “Look at 
him when he does that shuddering thing. It’s like when a fly lands on a 
horse and he can’t swipe it away with his tail.” 


“I think you might be right, Mac,” said Maria, thinking it through. “He’s 
very horselike. Running at a gallop, the strength...” 

“And not being able to climb a tree,” said Charlie. 

“Good call,” said Dr. Sharma. She began putting the screenshots and 
measurements into a desktop folder and labeled it “Cyke: Horse-Human 
Hybrid.” “I wonder why he picked a horse? Seems like an odd choice.” 

“Easy access to DNA?” guessed Ms. Sabbith. No one else had an 
answer. 

“Which insect cams have microphones again?” asked Mac. 

“The roach,” said Ms. Sabbith, “which is currently stationed in the 
hallway, and the dragonfly, which we have positioned in Dr. Gray’s office. 
That’s where Charles and Jack sleep at night. I’m hoping we’ll catch some 
of their conversations now that Jack seems to be conscious and moving 
around. Gray isn’t gagging them anymore, but he still ties them up at 
night.” She paused. “I think we’ve got eyes on everything, though I’m not 
sure where the soldiers sleep or eat. Maybe on the other floors. But I don’t 
care about those rooms. We’re focusing on the places where the doctors 
spend time. At the moment I’m waiting for an opportunity to get the roach 
into the lab so we can hear what’s going on in there. But because it’s big, 
and because it’s a roach and everybody hates them, I have to be very careful 
to keep it hidden. We don’t want anybody freaking out and stomping on it, 
trying to kill it.” 

“Can’t you sneak it under the door like you did in that other room off 
the hallway?” asked Charlie. 

“T tried last night after you left. But the lab door is sealed too tightly and 
the roach doesn’t fit underneath. So I’ve got to go in when the door is 
open.” 

Mac frowned. “Can you take the roach in through the air ducts like you 
did with the dragonfly?” 

“Not really. It’s a little heavy because of the microphone, and I don’t 
trust it to climb walls or walk on ceilings or balance on vents. It does better 
on the floor.” 

“I know you’re still working out a few problems,” said Mac, “but this is 
seriously so cool I can’t stand it.” His eyes gleamed as he watched 
everything Ms. Sabbith was showing Dr. Sharma. 


“Did you happen to see the soldiers bringing in boxes?” Mrs. Wilde 
asked Dr. Sharma. “We saw them when we got here.” 

The scientist pointed to the spider’s camera view, which was from the 
rear upper corner of the elevator. “Yes, I was watching them pile things up 
at the door on the cardinal cam. They’ll be calling the elevator down soon. 
Let’s see if Spidey here can get a look at what’s in the boxes.” She adjusted 
the spider cam slightly and waited. 

Soon they saw the elevator door open. The two soldiers started piling 
boxes inside. One was a small female soldier who was bouncing around a 
little from one foot to the other. She was definitely familiar. Now that 
Charlie wasn’t under attack, she could study her a bit better and noticed that 
her arms were especially long for a woman her size. Charlie leaned 
forward. “That’s Miko,” she said. “She’s the chimp who was with Cyke and 
the catlike soldier.” 

“Catlike—are you talking about Prowl?” asked Dr. Sharma. “The 
leopard man you told us about from the warehouse?” 

“No, there was another kind of cat in the first fight Maria and I had. 
Smaller but her claws were really sharp. I think she’s that woman by the lab 
table with my dad and the others. I don’t know her name. Do you, Maria?” 

“I don’t remember anybody saying it,” said Maria. 

With Miko in the elevator was the beefy, slow-moving man who had 
been in the warehouse with the beefy, not-quite-as-slow-moving woman 
and Prowl. 

“What animal is that woman supposed to be?” Dr. Sharma asked. 

“Pm not sure, but that guy is a cow,” said Charlie, wrinkling her nose. 

“Charlie,” reprimanded her mother. 

“No—literally, I mean,” said Charlie. “When I fought him before, he 
started lowing like a sick cow. Or a bull, I guess he must be. Right, Mac?” 

Mac sighed. “That would be my guess. I wish I could look it up. I 
just . . . I really miss my tablet and phone so much.” 

Mrs. Wilde grew concerned. “You don’t have a cell phone, Mac? What 
happened to it?” 

Mac glanced at Charlie, and Charlie quickly looked down. She hadn’t 
mentioned this part to her mom originally, and she’d sort of forgotten about 
it. “The soldiers—they stole his iPad and iPhone,” Charlie told her mother. 


“We all chipped in to help him get new ones, but he hasn’t dared to tell his 
mother yet because she was mad about the simulators.” 

“I’m not sure how to tell her they got stolen without her freaking out,” 
said Mac. “And I don’t think I can buy a cell phone without a grown-up 
there because of the monthly charges and junk—I don’t know how to do all 
that billing stuff.” 

Ms. Sabbith turned to Dr. Sharma. “I can hook him up with some new 
equipment before I head to Chicago, Quinn.” 

“Please do—that would be great.” 

“What’s your phone number, Mac?” 

Mac blinked. “What? What’s happening?” 

“We can’t have you without a cell phone in case something happens,” 
said Dr. Sharma. “And what if your mother tries to reach you and finds out 
what happened? You need to act normally, remember? Respond to text 
messages and phone calls. Be seen working on your iPad if that’s your 
thing.” 

“Whoa,” said Mac, his eyes growing wide. Maria actually broke out of 
her somber mood and exchanged a smile with Charlie. 

Mac told Ms. Sabbith his cell phone number. “I can bring money 
tomorrow,” he said, “but you’ll be gone by then. Do you want me to send it 
in the mail?” 

Ms. Sabbith smiled and headed for the door. “Don’t worry about it. I 
figure Talos Global owes you one after all you went through. Or two, in this 
case.” With a wink she headed to the exit. “Back in a bit. Then I’m off to 
the airport.” 

Somehow the promise of a new phone and iPad for Mac lightened 
everyone’s mood, even Maria’s. She almost seemed to forget she could turn 
into a monkey at any moment. 

Dr. Sharma stayed at the cameras to practice what she’d learned. She 
zoomed the spider cam in the elevator toward the side of one of the boxes, 
trying to focus, but the picture quality suffered. “One of the downsides to 
having a camera lens the size of a pinpoint, I suppose,” she muttered. 

Mac nodded sympathetically. 

Dr. Sharma leaned forward and squinted, trying to make out the word 
on the side of the box. “What does that say?” 


Maria glanced at the screen. “‘“Titanium,”’” she said. 


“Yep,” Mac agreed. 

“Ah, yes. I think you’re right, kids,” said the scientist. “No wonder it’s 
taking them so long to move those boxes. They should have used Cyke to 
drag them around.” 

“What are they going to do with so much titanium?” asked Charlie’s 
mom. 

Dr. Sharma glanced at her. “Make more devices, I imagine.” She 
switched her attention to the hallway roach cam, putting its view in the 
large center screen, and watched as the soldiers carried boxes down the 
corridor. She quickly checked the computer’s volume to make sure they 
could hear if the roach picked up any conversation, then maneuvered the 
vermin down the side of the hallway in the shadows, following them. They 
stopped at a door and knocked. 

“That’s the lab door,” Dr. Sharma whispered. She strained to listen. 

A moment later Cyke opened the door, eyed the soldiers, then let them 
inside the laboratory. 

“All that material headed into the lab—that’s not a good sign,” muttered 
Dr. Sharma. She tensed, looking for her chance to slip the roach inside, but 
there were too many feet shuffling around. 

“Its not?” asked Charlie. 

“Nope.” The scientist moved the roach back to the doorway across the 
hall from the lab. “The only reason they’d need that much is if they have 
plans to make a lot of devices.” 


Ms. Sabbith returned from the store with a new iPhone and iPad and 
presented them to Mac. “All set up,” she said a bit mysteriously, but Mac 
wasn’t about to question his good luck. Then, unceremoniously, she packed 
up her duffel bag and said good-bye. “Good luck,” she said earnestly, 
turning to Dr. Sharma, Mrs. Wilde, and the children. “If all goes well, Pll be 
back sometime next week with everything we need to make you better, 
Maria. Quinn, call me if you think of anything else you need. Are you good 
with the camera controls?” 

“Tm good,” said Dr. Sharma. “And Mac probably picked up more from 
the lesson than I did, so he can help.” 

Mac nodded confidently. 


“Thank you for all you’ve done to help us,” said Mrs. Wilde. The kids 
thanked her too. 

With a wave Erica Sabbith was gone, leaving a scientist, an ER doctor, 
and three twelve-year-olds to navigate the next steps of their rescue 
mission. 


A short while later Mac was happily jailbreaking his new phone. Dr. 
Sharma worked at the camera controls, going over all the commands Ms. 
Sabbith had taught her. Every now and then she’d mutter, “Now how do 
I... ?” and Mac would look up and remind her what to do. 

Dusk settled and they grew hungry. “Sooo, dinner, then?” said Mac. 

“PII go pick something up,” said Mrs. Wilde, tearing her eyes off the 
ladybug camera screen. “I could stand to do something useful.” 

“Thank you, Diana.” Dr. Sharma told her where to find the restaurant 
nearby, whose cooking Charlie had smelled a few days before. 

“Pll go with you,” said Charlie, who was growing bored with looking at 
blueprints and watching the screens—not much was happening, and they 
couldn’t hear anything in the lab. And though it was nice to see her father 
moving around, it was also sort of hard watching him, knowing he didn’t 
have a clue they were right across the street. 

“PIl stay here and help Dr. Sharma,” said Mac. He set his phone down 
and picked up his new iPad and looked at it lovingly, then turned it on for 
the first time. He was in heaven. 

Maria looked sidelong at Mac, then at Charlie. “I guess Ill go with you, 
Charlie.” 

Charlie looked up the menu online and took sandwich orders from Mac 
and Dr. Sharma, then her mom placed the takeout order through the 
website. They got ready to go. 

“Stay aware of your surroundings,” Dr. Sharma said. “This part of town 
is quiet, and the soldiers don’t seem to venture out much on foot from what 
we’ve witnessed the past two days, but just in case they do, you don’t want 
them to catch sight of you.” 

“We’ll be careful,” Charlie promised. 

“Pll make sure of it,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

Mrs. Wilde and the girls went out through the reception area and set off 
down the hallway to the stairwell, passing a business woman plodding up 


the stairs along the way, looking annoyed. “Elevator’s out again,” she 
complained. 

Mrs. Wilde nodded sympathetically. Soon they reached the main floor 
and exited the back door so they wouldn’t be seen by any of Dr. Gray’s 
people in the bank building. Under the cover of darkness Mrs. Wilde led 
them to a small restaurant, which had its door propped open to let in the 
natural air and perhaps attract a customer or two. The place was empty 
except for a single worker standing behind a cash wrap and some noise 
coming from the kitchen. Mrs. Wilde asked about their order, and they 
waited. 

Suddenly Maria cocked her head to one side as if she could hear 
something, then turned sharply and stared out the shop window. “Did you 
hear that?” She ran to the open doorway and peered out to the right, then to 
the left. 

Charlie could faintly hear a sad, out-of-tune jingle. She joined Maria. 
Her mom came over too. “What is it?” she asked. 

Maria’s face fell as the sound disappeared. “It was an ice cream truck. 
And now it’s gone.” 

Charlie laughed and shook her head, then realized she hadn’t seen a 
single food truck since she’d left Chicago, so maybe they were a bigger 
deal out here. And Maria took ice cream very seriously. It made sense, 
living out here in the desert. She went to the door. “Are you sure it’s gone? 
Maybe it just stopped.” If an ice cream truck would cheer Maria up, Charlie 
was determined to find it. Impulsively she went out the door, checking her 
pocket to make sure she had money, and ignored her mother’s calls for her 
to return—if she didn’t see the truck, she’d come right back. Then she 
rounded the corner and nearly ran into somebody under the streetlamp. 

Two somebodies, actually. 

Two very big, beefy somebodies. 


CHAPTER 19 
Monkey Business 


Charlie yelped as she realized who she nearly ran into. She quickly looked 
away, trying to hide her face from the light. Maybe they wouldn’t realize it 
was her—the girl who’d slammed their heads together in the warehouse 
earlier that week. Charlie could only be so lucky. 

“Excuse me,” she muttered, and tried to go back to the restaurant. 

“Tt’s the girl!” said the bull soldier with a snort. “Grab her!” 

The large woman grabbed Charlie’s arm in a strong, vise-like grip and 
yanked her back. 

“Ouch! Watch it!” Charlie felt her device grow warm. She punched at 
the woman’s face, hoping for the strength ability and getting it—and felt her 
fist slam hard against the woman’s nose, which curved up and ended in a 
sharp point. The soldier’s head ricocheted back, but she didn’t let go of 
Charlie’s other wrist. In pain, Charlie shook out her stinging hand and tried 
to wrench herself away, but she was stuck. 

“Get her, Braun!” The woman shoved Charlie at her companion. 

Braun grabbed Charlie around the waist and lifted her high above his 
head. Her body was a toothpick in his hands, and he was pinching her 
tightly. She looked down and noticed he had strange, thick fingers on each 
hand, like cloven hooves that split open wide. 

“Let me go!” Charlie said. She swiped at his head, but her arms were 
too short to reach him. She kicked blindly, trying to hit him in the face, and 
looked frantically toward the restaurant. There was no one in sight. Maria 
must have listened to Charlie’s mom. 

“Maria!” Charlie shouted. Braun began to lumber slowly back toward 
the bank building with her in the air overhead. 


A second later Maria appeared at the door. Her eyes opened wide. And 
then a furry beard sprouted from her chin. “Mrs. Dr. Wilde! Hurry!” she 
shouted, and dashed out the door. 

Braun swung Charlie around and she lost sight of Maria for a moment 
until she came full circle. Maria grimaced and yanked her tail out of her 
jeans. 

“Help me!” shouted Charlie. She reached for one of Braun’s cloven 
hands and tried prying the hoof-fingers apart using her strength ability. 
Braun started lowing in pain and he yanked that hand away. Charlie 
pounded his other forearm and twisted in his grip, managing to loosen 
herself. She fell hard to the ground as the soldiers turned around to face 
their new surprise monkey attacker. 

“You leave her alooone!” howled Maria. She ran hard at the soldiers and 
sprang into the air . . . jumping right overtop of them and landing on the 
sidewalk. “Whoops,” she said, hopping back up. She turned around and 
charged again, slamming into the brutes like Charlie might have done. But 
they went nowhere. Maria bounced off the woman’s chest and landed on 
her back, the wind knocked out of her. 

“Try doing monkey things!” Charlie said as she jumped on Braun’s 
back and covered his goggles so he couldn’t see. “Swing and use your feet! 
Remember?” 

“Right on, right on,” muttered Maria, trying to get her breath back and 
focus on what she knew she could do. 

Charlie’s mom came running outside. “Charlie! Look out!” 

“Pm trying!” said Charlie as Braun pitched around wildly. “Stay back!” 

“Are you sure?” Charlie’s mom looked on, horrified. She couldn’t help 
herself and ran up to Braun, kicking him in the leg as hard as she could and 
slamming her fist into his side. 

“T mean it, Mom!” screamed Charlie. “If you don’t get back, Andy and I 
will have zero parents. Do you want that?” 

“Okay, good point.” Mrs. Wilde retreated, flinching at every move. 

“Mega!” cried Braun to his fellow soldier. “Where are you?” 

Charlie ripped the soldier’s goggles off and threw them down. Then she 
pounded his ears, jumped to the ground, and scooted out of reach. She took 
a running start and slammed into the man, sending him flying into a 


lamppost alongside the street. He hit the ground hard. Charlie bounced 
backward from the impact and lost her balance. 

Maria sprang up. Eyeing Braun warily, she took a few awkward hops, 
then cringed and leaped over him, reaching as high up the lamppost as she 
could. She grabbed it and stuck there, then began climbing up it hand over 
hand, slowly at first and then with a bit more ease. As Braun groaned and 
sat up below her, Maria swung around the pole, flung her feet out, and 
slammed them into his face. He wavered and fell to the sidewalk again. 

“That’s it!” Charlie said encouragingly to Maria. “Now let’s get rhino 
face over here.” 

Both girls turned to look at Mega, who began plodding toward them, 
head down as if to charge. She gained speed. Charlie held fast, pushing 
Maria behind her a little to protect her. 

Mrs. Wilde was having a hard time watching. “Leave the children 
alone!” she shouted. 

Mega ignored her. 

Desperate to help, Mrs. Wilde reached into her takeout bag. She pulled 
out a roast beef sandwich and sent it sailing like a torpedo at the woman. It 
struck her in the back of the head. 

Mega turned around, confused at first. Then she saw what it was and 
gasped. “You’re sick!” she said. 
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“Now, Maria!” cried Charlie. She charged at the soldier while Maria 
leapfrogged off Charlie’s back and kangaroo-kicked the woman in the face. 
Charlie slammed into her and tipped her flat on her side. Mega struggled, 
her arms and legs flailing, but she couldn’t get up. 

“Let’s go!” said Maria. “Back to, uh, Phoenix!” 

Charlie and her mom gave Maria puzzled looks, but all three of them 
ran for the corner. They turned it sharply and kept going a good distance out 
of their way, taking a few extra unnecessary turns in case anyone was 
tracking them. 

“Are you both okay?” asked Mrs. Wilde, sounding worried. 

“Tm fine,” said Charlie. “Even if I weren’t, I’d heal pretty quickly.” 


“T’m okay too,” said Maria. “No worse off than a tough soccer match, to 
be honest. Well . . . except for looking like a freak again.” 

“You know what, Maria?” said Charlie, looking earnestly at her friend. 

“What?” 

“You look like a superhero to me.” 

Maria kept hold of Charlie’s gaze, studying her. “You mean it?” she said 
quietly. 

“T sure do.” 

“Thanks.” Maria looked back at her tail, springing about as they went, 
and ran a hand over her beard. She made a face, but she didn’t argue with 
Charlie. And she didn’t start crying. 

A moment later Charlie asked her, “Why did you say we should go back 
to Phoenix? That’s an hour away.” 

“T don’t know. I was trying to throw them off, I guess. I mean, they’re 
going to report back to Dr. Gray that they saw us near their lab, so now 
we’ve got a big mess on our hands. I figured if I gave them some false 
information, they might be dumb enough to believe that we were just in the 
neighborhood by accident.” 

“That was quick thinking,” said Mrs. Wilde. 

Charlie agreed, but she was still unsettled by the soldiers having seen 
them. They’d been to her house and Maria’s already, so it wasn’t like they 
couldn’t come after them if they wanted to. Still, she didn’t want Gray to 
feel threatened or to suspect just how closely they were watching them. 

Her mom drew up to a comer of a building near home base and peered 
around it to see if the coast was clear. Coming quickly toward them was Dr. 
Sharma. Mrs. Wilde stepped out and waved her down. 

“Are you all right?” asked Dr. Sharma. “The cardinal camera showed 
two big soldiers leave the bank building. Once I realized they were heading 
in the same direction you went, I started to worry. When you didn’t return, I 
decided I’d better check on you.” 

“We’re fine,” said Charlie. “Just a little banged up. No big deal.” The 
others nodded. “Where’s Mac?” 

“T left him to monitor the cameras,” said Dr. Sharma. “So they fought 
you? They recognized you?” 

“Unfortunately, yes,” said Charlie. “I made a mistake going out of the 
restaurant alone. I’m really sorry.” 


Maria comforted Charlie. “It’s my fault, actually,” she said. 

Dr. Sharma’s brow furrowed. “No need to blame anyone. It happened. It 
just puts a bit of a wrench into things.” She grew thoughtful as they hurried 
down the alley toward their building, everyone feeling a little tense in the 
darkness. 

Charlie was thoughtful too, suddenly struck by one of those surreal 
moments where you look at yourself and think, How did I get here? Is this 
my life? “So many weird things are happening,” she mused. “It’s like we 
suddenly entered a totally different world that I never believed could exist, 
but here we are, in the middle of it. It’s like finding out aliens live among 
us. Or—” 

“Or human-animal hybrids are just the beginning of your problems?” 
said someone with a strange purring voice from behind a Dumpster. The 
voice was familiar—a little too familiar. 

Everyone froze. Soon a pair of glowing green eyes shone like reflectors 
in the moonlight. Prowl, his goggles atop his head, moved into the alley, 
staying near the shadows of the building. Charlie’s bracelet pulsed with 
heat. 

“What do you want?” Charlie demanded. 

“Hello again, Charlie Wilde,” purred the leopard man. “It’s so nice to 
see you. And you’ve brought me just the person I’ve been hoping for. How 
convenient.” 

Who? What did he mean? “Get behind me!” Charlie whispered to the 
others. She glanced at Maria, who was still in monkey mode, then Charlie 
sidestepped in front of her to shield her. But Maria wasn’t having it. She 
moved forward and joined Charlie in staring down the soldier. Prowl slunk 
toward them into the light of a streetlamp and rolled his clawed fingers in 
the air. They glinted. Before Charlie could react, he leaped over her head 
and pounced... on Dr. Quinn Sharma. 


CHAPTER 20 
Abducted 


D.. Sharma hit the ground hard, knocking the sandwiches out of Mrs. 
Wilde’s hands and sending her reeling backward, too. The biologist’s 
glasses flew off her face and skittered into the adjacent empty parking lot. 

It took Charlie a second to realize what had happened. She and Maria 
whirled around, seeing Prowl crouched on top of Dr. Sharma. “Just 
happened to be in the neighborhood?” Prowl asked. 

“Get off her!” Maria sprang at Prowl, landing on his back. Charlie was 
right behind and slammed into them, accidentally knocking Maria off. 
Prowl tightened his grip. 

“Let go of me!” shouted Dr. Sharma, swinging her fists at him. Mrs. 
Wilde ran up to him to try to shove him off, but the cat lashed back and 
barreled into her, ramming her into the side of the building. She stayed 
there, stunned and breathless as Prowl bounded back to Dr. Sharma. 

Maria bounced up. She swished her prehensile tail and jumped on top of 
the Dumpster, then grabbed on to a telephone pole and swung around it. 
Releasing her grip, she flew downward at Prowl, knocking him to one side, 
but Prowl sank his claws into Dr. Sharma’s shoulders and didn’t let go. The 
scientist screamed in pain as they rolled. 

Charlie felt her fingers tingle. She leaped up and gripped the corner of 
the nearest building and climbed higher, then pushed herself awkwardly 
away, trying to twist and land on the soldier. But Prowl rolled the other way 
at the last second, and Charlie hit the ground hard at an awkward angle. Fire 
ripped through her shoulder, and she lay stunned. 

Maria, using the building as a springboard, ran up the wall to gain 
height and momentum and leaped at Prowl again, but the leopard man was 
too agile. He batted her out of the way, sending her crashing to the 


pavement too. Dr. Sharma lunged, trying to roll the soldier away so she 
could get up. Charlie staggered to her feet to help but immediately dropped 
to her knees as pain sliced through her. It was so intense she couldn’t 
breathe. Quickly Prowl grabbed Dr. Sharma, pinned her arms, and began 
running with her toward the bank building, covering the woman’s mouth to 
stop her screams. 

“Get up, Chuck!” shouted Maria, running over to Charlie. “Prowl’s 
kidnapping Dr. Sharma!” She continued after the soldier. 

“No!” said Mrs. Wilde, getting to her feet. “Stop! Maria, come back!” 

Maria slowed to a stop and looked back with uncertainty. She realized 
that Charlie hadn’t gotten up and came running back to her friend’s side and 
dropped to her knees. “Are you okay?” 

Charlie’s mom knelt next to her and checked her over. 

“Tt’s my shoulder.” Charlie writhed and groaned. “It’s on fire. Check my 
bracelet, Maria,” she said. “Is the starfish animated?” 

Maria quickly clicked to the right screen. “No,” she said. 

“Ugh. I was afraid of that.” 

“Oh no!” said Maria. She peered down the alleyway, but Prowl and Dr. 
Sharma were gone from sight. “What are we going to do now?” 

“At least... we know... where he’s taking her,” said Charlie, taking 
quick, sharp breaths as she fought through the pain. 

“Your shoulder is dislocated,” Mrs. Wilde said. “I need to pop it back 
in. Then we’ll worry about Dr. Sharma.” 

“Oh, please no,” said Charlie. “Is that as horrifying as it sounds?” She’d 
never dislocated her shoulder before, but she’d seen a soccer friend do it 
back in Chicago. It wasn’t pretty. 

“Yes,” admitted Mrs. Wilde. “It’ll go quickly, though. Come on.” She 
gently helped Charlie to her feet. “Maria, grab the sandwiches if you can 
find them while I take care of Charlie’s shoulder.” 

“Gladly,” said Maria. She covered her ears and turned around so she 
couldn’t see what was happening. 

It didn’t take long. And as soon as Charlie’s shoulder was back in place, 
she felt tremendous relief and the pain was more manageable. “Whew,” said 
Charlie. “That’s better.” Gingerly she checked the bracelet and saw the 
starfish pulsing. “It’s working now.” 


“Maybe it couldn’t start healing you until your shoulder was back in 
place,” said Maria, returning with the sandwiches. 

“Maybe,” agreed Charlie. 

“Can you make it to the building?” Mrs. Wilde asked. “Poor Mac has 
probably seen Prowl with Dr. Sharma on the cameras by now. He’ll freak 
out if we don’t show up soon.” 

Maria carried the sandwiches and the three of them limped together 
back to home base, trying not to despair over the most recent turn of events. 


Mac’s head was poking out of the door to the surveillance area, his face 
awash in fear. “Sheesh!” he exclaimed when he saw them coming. “I’m 
really glad to see you. What happened?” 

“Did you notice where Prowl went?” asked Charlie. “Is Dr. Sharma 
okay?” 

“He took her into the bank building. Come on. I’ll show you.” Mac ran 
over to the computer that controlled the drones. 

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing with that?” asked Maria. 

“Yeah. I watched everything Ms. Sabbith did. It’s not hard.” Nobody 
tried to stop him from touching the equipment—he was their official tech 
genius now. He moved the ladybug cam to the big screen. Cyke stood at the 
door of the laboratory, and they caught sight of Dr. Sharma pulling out of 
Prowl’s grasp and running over to Jack Goldstein in his workstation chair. 
She touched his face and hugged him gently. Prowl went after her, looking 
like he was going to pull her away, but another soldier stopped him by 
putting her hand up. 

“That’s the claw woman!” Charlie said. 

“Her name is Zed,” said Mac. “I heard Cyke say it through the roach 
cam in the hallway when he let her into the room a little while ago.” 

Maria nodded. “Look—she’s letting them hug.” Indeed Zed continued 
to hold Prowl back while looking on quietly as the two biologists reunited. 
Then Dr. Sharma turned to Charlie’s dad and hugged him too. She looked 
disheveled but not seriously hurt, though she had some bloody spots on her 
clothing near her shoulders where Prowl’s claws had sunk in. 

“Whew,” said Mrs. Wilde, relieved. “At least she’s okay.” 

“Yes,” said Charlie, “but now what are we supposed to do?” 


“Pm .. . not sure.” Mrs. Wilde watched the screen, then quickly went to 
the window and began pacing, rubbing her temples as she did so, clearly 
deep in thought. “Actually, maybe it’s not the worst thing in the world that 
she got captured. Now she can fill in the other two. But how are we 
supposed to get them out of there?” 


While the kids opened their squashed sandwiches and ate, Mrs. Wilde 
called Ms. Sabbith and got her voice mail. “She’s probably on the plane,” 
she muttered, then left a message. She came back and looked over the kids’ 
shoulders at the screens. 

“What’s happening there?” asked Maria, pointing to the ladybug view. 
Prowl and Zed appeared to be having an argument in the lab. “Looks like 
the cats aren’t getting along at the moment.” 

“Tt’s interesting,” said Mac. “Zed showed up with Dr. Gray after you left 
to get the sandwiches. I think she’s helping the scientists or something, but 
with her claws she can’t seem to do much intricate stuff.” Mac coughed a 
few times and pulled out his inhaler. “Dr. Gray seems to be trying to get 
them to work faster. Tapping his watch, wild gestures, stuff like that.” He 
used his inhaler and put it away again. 

“T wonder if Prowl told Dr. Gray about us yet. We need to get the roach 
in there so we can hear what’s going on.” Maria got down on the floor and 
started to do her yoga and meditation exercises to try to turn back into her 
normal self. 

Charlie kept a close eye on the screens. 

Mac nudged Charlie with his elbow. “What happened?” 

Charlie recounted the altercation near the restaurant and how they’d 
then run into Prowl, who seemed to be delighted to grab Dr. Sharma rather 
than Charlie or Maria. “He didn’t try to do anything to get my bracelet this 
time.” 

“I can’t believe we’re on our own now,” said Maria, looking up from 
her relaxation exercises. “Everything just changed.” 

“In a big way,” said Mac. 

Charlie nodded. What were they supposed to do without Dr. Sharma or 
Ms. Sabbith? 

Mrs. Wilde snapped out of her thoughts. Her eyes landed on Charlie’s 
Mark Five. Then she turned to Mac and Maria. “You’re right—everything is 


different now. And I think you should put your bracelets back on for your 
own safety. If Mac had been with us instead of Maria, he would have been 
in big trouble. He wouldn’t have been able to help Charlie against those 
monsters. Now I really understand why you took the bracelets from the 
warehouse in the first place.” She glanced at the screens. “I don’t think the 
soldiers know where we’re camped out, but there’s no doubt they’ll be 
watching for us again.” 

“Sweet,” said Mac, jumping to his feet. “Does anybody know where the 
devices are?” 

“T saw them in Dr. Sharma’s drawer,” said Charlie. 

Mac went over to the desk and pulled on the drawer handle. It didn’t 
open. He tugged again. “It’s locked,” he said, crestfallen. 

“Pfft,” said Charlie. She got up and joined him. “Stand back.” She 
grabbed on to the handle and yanked on it. The drawer front splintered and 
came off in her hand. 

Charlie stepped aside and Mac peered into it and grabbed the devices. 
He held the Mark Two out. “Here, Maria.” 

“I don’t want it.” Maria didn’t open her eyes. She kept breathing deeply. 

Mac and Charlie exchanged a look. “She did fine without it today,” 
Charlie said quietly. “Does she even need to wear it at all?” 

Mac shrugged. “Dr. Sharma said there might be enhancements. It seems 
like the scientists wouldn’t waste time making a whole fancy clip-on 
bracelet with a screen and buttons if there’s no need to keep wearing it. If it 
was just a one-time DNA change, wouldn’t they have just made an injection 
or something like that instead?” 

Charlie tapped her lips thoughtfully. “Hmm,” she said. “Good point.” 

“PII bet the device does something extra,” Mac said, turning to Maria. 
“Like make you stronger or more powerful or something.” 

Maria looked up, her eyes clouded. Then she glanced at the scientists on 
the monitors, and then at Charlie’s mom. “But . . .” She sighed. “I don’t 
know. I don’t want enhancements. I want it to disappear.” 

Mrs. Wilde was watching the children quietly, looking very somber. 
“You don’t have to wear it if you don’t want to, Maria,” she said. “But with 
Dr. Sharma captured and Ms. Sabbith two thousand miles away, we need to 
rethink things and take every precaution to keep ourselves safe. And. . .” 
She hesitated. “Wearing the bracelet isn’t all I want you to do.” 


Mac slapped his device on his wrist and grinned, then looked up. “What 
else?” 

“You kids need to train.” 

Mac blinked like he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. 

Charlie’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?” 

“I saw you and Maria in action—you’re both more powerful than I 
expected you to be. And since we’re on our own now, I want you three to 
know how to use the devices and your abilities in every possible way to 
protect yourselves from attacks. And also... to be ready. In case.” 

“In case of ... what?” asked Maria. 

“In case we need your help to rescue the scientists once Ms. Sabbith 
gets back.” 

Charlie could hardly believe what her mother was saying. It seemed 
logical to Charlie—they should practice their skills, but she’d never thought 
she’d hear her mom saying that. “Do you think Ms. Sabbith will come right 
back when she finds out what happened?” 

“I’m going to ask her about that. But it’s also crucial that she gets all the 
items Dr. Sharma needs in order to fix Maria’s problem. That’s important 
too.” 

Maria stared for a long moment. Then, without a word, she slipped the 
Mark Two on her wrist. 


CHAPTER 21 
Trying to Communicate 


That night Quinn Sharma sat tied up in a chair next to her former 
colleagues in Dr. Gray’s office. She stared at the floor. Victor faced them, 
leaning against his desk, arms folded over his chest. Cyke stood guard at the 
door. Charles was rigid in his chair, his face haggard but expressionless. 
Jack’s eyes were closed, his head propped up by the wall behind him. He 
looked better than he had in the past few days but still not well. 

“Its actually quite nice to have you all here,” Victor said. He appeared 
wistful rather than combative tonight. 

Charles was never sure what to expect from the man, but he looked up, 
and instinct told him to play along. Maybe he could get some information. 
“Tt is, isn’t it?” he said cautiously, hoping Quinn and Jack would play along 
too. 

Quinn’s dark expression flickered. After a beat she lifted her head. “Yes. 
Great to see everyone after so much time.” She struggled to make the words 
sound like they weren’t dead. She shifted in her chair—her shoulders ached 
where Prowl’s claws had sunk in. And she had to force herself not to look at 
the ceiling vent to see if the dragonfly was still there. She didn’t see any 
reason why Mac or Diana would move it, but she wasn’t in control 
anymore. An ER doctor and three kids were. Maybe when Victor left for the 
night, she could communicate with them. But Cyke was within range too. 
She wasn’t sure how she was going to do it—or even what to tell them if 
she had the chance. They must be freaking out and wondering what to do. 
But she saw a glint of possibility now that she’d had a chance in the lab to 
whisper a few words to the other two about their setup across the street. She 
was aching to tell them more and start coming up with a plan to get out of 
here. 


She glanced at Jack, whose head had lolled to the side. He was in no 
condition to escape. He needed to get his strength back first. A few more 
days at least. She hoped she’d have a chance to tell Diana and the kids not 
to do anything rash. 

“And you, Jack?” asked Victor. “Are you having more fun now?” 

Jack lifted his head and glared at Victor. He very nearly lashed out in 
anger, but then Charles caught his eye. 

“Jack’s tired,” Charles said, speaking carefully for his friend. “But he’s 
starting to feel better. Aren’t you, Jack?” 

Dr. Goldstein closed his eyes again and turned his head away. “Yeah.” 

Victor seemed pleased with that. “You’ve done good work today,” he 
said. 

“Maybe you could untie him, at least,” ventured Dr. Sharma, “so he can 
sleep more comfortably?” 

Victor chuckled under his breath. “No, I don’t think so.” 

Quinn laughed too, as if she’d meant it like a joke. She didn’t press it. It 
was Clear to all that while Dr. Gray seemed to enjoy their company, he 
didn’t trust them. They had to find a way to make that happen. 

Charles leaned forward, seeing a chance to clue in Quinn, who hadn’t 
been given as much information as he and Jack yet. “I’ve been meaning to 
ask you, Victor. What’s your endgame? Obviously,” he said, throwing a 
swift glance at Quinn, “you have us working on a new device to improve on 
your old one, so each soldier can have powers from multiple animals. But 
why not have us replicate the Mark Five so there are no physical changes? 
Then your group of soldiers would blend into the world like other people, 
rather than hiding behind masks.” 

Quinn’s eyes widened the slightest bit and she kept silent, listening. 

“Ah,” said Victor. “That’s a great question. But you don’t seem to 
understand my vision at all, and I’m disappointed by that.” 

Charles sat back in his chair, confused. “Oh. I—I’m sorry. Can you 
explain what you mean? So we can all do a better job of taking our work in 
that direction?” 

Victor frowned, almost as if he detected something fishy about the 
question, but he went on anyway. “I’ve no interest in hiding anything in the 
long run,” he stressed. “I don’t want anyone to blend in.” 

Quinn looked confused. “I don’t follow.” 


Dr. Gray grew more impassioned. “Eventually I want everyone to see 
the enhancements. The goal is a chimera race—superior beings!” 

Charles and Quinn froze, and Jack opened his eyes and lifted his head 
again. No one spoke for a moment. And then Jack said incredulously, 
“Literal chimeras?” 

“Yes!” cried Dr. Gray. “True chimeras, boasting actual animal features, 
with no one feeling ashamed or needing to cover up with a suit. My soldiers 
will have the very best abilities from the animal kingdom!” 

Quinn’s mouth went dry. She didn’t know what to say. She glanced at 
Charles and Jack. They were speechless as well. Then she turned to Victor. 
“Fascinating,” she said, her voice faint. “I admit I need some time to 
process that. It’s very... very...” She trailed off. 

“Ambitious?” said Dr. Gray, a glint in his eye. “Yes, I know. But now 
that I have your help, I have renewed hope, renewed excitement that I can 
see this plan come to fruition. It’s my life’s dream. I’m fully devoted to 
seeing it through.” His expression softened as he looked at Quinn. “My 
single-animal soldiers were just the beginning. Now that I have you three to 
produce devices that offer multiple features, I’ll begin testing on my 
subjects to determine the best combination. And once I’ve figured that 
out...” His faint smile as he trailed off was sickening. He didn’t say what 
he was planning to do next. Dr. Gray turned sharply to look at Quinn. “Do 
you understand now?” 

Quinn’s lungs froze. It was a shocking statement, building an army of 
soldiers with major physical alterations—and Gray wanted to do so 
intentionally. She thought about Charles’s device, and imagined what 
Charlie might look like if her five abilities all came with permanent 
physical changes. It was horrifying. 

“Well?” prompted Victor. 

Quinn shook free from her thoughts. “Yes, I think I understand now,” 
she said, unable to veil the hint of contempt in her voice. 

But Victor didn’t seem to notice it. He was lost in his own imaginings. 


Dr. Gray worked at his desk into the night. The scientists sat quietly, 
exchanging looks of horror and despair when he wasn’t watching. 
Eventually Jack nodded off, and so did Charles. Quinn sat alone with her 
thoughts, and when she couldn’t stand the sight of Victor anymore, feigned 


sleep. Soon Dr. Gray packed up his things for the night. He went to where 
Cyke stood at the door, then glanced at the scientists and beckoned Cyke to 
join him in the hallway for a word. 

The door clicked shut behind them. Quinn’s eyes flew open. Realizing 
they were alone and not knowing for how long, she quickly turned to the air 
vent, praying that Diana and the kids were still across the street watching at 
this late hour. “Diana!” she whispered. 

Hearing his wife’s name woke Charles from a sound sleep. 

“Charlie! Mac! Maria!” Quinn continued. “Listen to me. Just keep an 
eye on us for a few days until Jack is better. PI let you know when he’s 
well enough, and then we’ll make our move to escape. We’ll need your help 
then. Don’t do anything rash in the meantime, and above all, don’t get 
caught!” 

She strained forward as far as the chair would let her, trying to see the 
dragonfly. She could barely detect it when the wings caught the light. 

There was a noise at the door, and Quinn quickly sat back, her heart 
pounding. 

“What are you doing?” Charles whispered when no one came in. 

“T didn’t have a chance to tell you before, but I managed to get a camera 
in here,” she told him. “It’s in that vent. Your wife and kids are watching 
us.” 

Charles’s face twisted. He tried to hold back his emotion, but tears 
started falling. “They are?” He looked up at the vent. “There?” 

“Yes,” said Quinn. She choked up too, watching him. He must have 
been so worried. “They’re fine. They can hear us, too.” The door handle 
turned. Charles and Quinn pretended to be asleep. 

Cyke stepped inside alone and dimmed the light, but Charles wasn’t 
tired anymore. His heart soared. His family could see him. They were 
watching him. It made a huge difference knowing that. 

Despite the horror of what Dr. Gray had revealed, Charles felt a ray of 
hope. Eventually the tears dried on his face and he dozed. 


Across the street the dragonfly camera showed everything. But no one was 
there to see it. 


CHAPTER 22 
Testing Mac’s Device 


The next morning Charlie slept in late. When she got up, her mom was 
sitting at the kitchen table with the newspaper spread open in front of her. 
Mrs. Wilde looked up when Charlie came down the stairs. 

“Look at this,” she said, pointing to the top story on page three. 
““Unexplained Happenings in Navarro Junction.’” It showed two photos: 
the grainy one of Charlie climbing the side of the burning house that had 
been all over the news and a new amateur photo of two large soldiers 
wearing full black bodysuits lying on the sidewalk on a deserted street. 

“Oh no,” said Charlie, alarmed. “It’s Braun and Mega after Maria and I 
kicked their butts.” 

“Tt sure is,” Mrs. Wilde said. 

“This news article can’t be good. What does it say?” 

“Basically that they still haven’t identified the ‘mysterious youth,’ and 
they’re questioning who these people in bodysuits are and what they’re 
doing in Navarro Junction. Whoever took the photo didn’t stick around until 
they woke up, and by the time he sent it to the newspaper and they assigned 
a reporter to check out the scene, the brutes were gone.” 

“Do you think we’ll have to watch out for news reporters now too?” 
asked Charlie. 

“Not if we’re careful. This is tricky enough. I still don’t know how 
we're going to do it with just the four of us.” 

“We’ll figure it out,” said Charlie. “Did you hear from Ms. Sabbith?” 

“We talked late last night. She was shocked, of course, but she believes 
there’s no imminent danger for Quinn and feels good about the fact that we 
can keep an eye on them to see if anything escalates. She agrees that it’s 
crucial for her to get the items that’ll help with Maria, so she’s going to 


continue with that task while we monitor things. She wants me to call her if 
anything changes.” Mrs. Wilde gave a tired smile. “This is going to drag on 
for a while, I think.” 

“That'll give us time to practice our skills. When are we going to go 
back over there?” 

“As soon as you’re ready. Are Mac and Maria coming with us today?” 

“PI check.” 

Charlie texted Mac and Maria on her way upstairs to get ready. 

“I have to babysit my stepbrothers all day,” said Maria with a sad-face 
emoji. “My mother is making me. It’s like payback for the bracelet thing. 
Ugh!” 

“I can go!” said Mac. “Meet you at your house.” 

“Great!” replied Charlie. “Bring your device.” 

“Duh,” said Mac. 

Maria sent more sad faces. “Aw, you two! Don’t let anything cool 
happen without me.” 

“We won’t,” Charlie promised. “Stay calm and hang in there, Maria!” 

“Was that a bad monkey joke?” replied Maria. 

Charlie cringed. She hadn’t meant it to be. “Sorry! I didn’t mean it like 
that. I just meant that I hope today goes all right and you don’t have any ... 
incidents. I wish you could come with us.” 

Maria didn’t answer at first. After a while she replied, “Me too.” 


On the weekend the area around their building was even quieter than usual. 
Mrs. Wilde, Charlie, and Mac snuck inside, taking extra precautions in case 
soldiers were lurking. But once they reached the office, they could see from 
the drones that the soldiers were busy in the lab. 

They sat down to watch. The scientists were at their stations too, 
working on various tasks. Dr. Goldstein was still seated, but he looked 
slightly less sickly today. Charlie’s father seemed intent on his work and 
only paused now and then to glance over his shoulder at the soldiers 
working behind him or up at Zed, who was stationed at the table in front of 
him. She faced the scientists, keeping a watchful eye over them. 

Dr. Sharma had chosen a spot near the ladybug drone. Not long after 
Mac, Charlie, and Mrs. Wilde had started watching, Dr. Sharma lifted her 


head and acted like she needed to stretch. She looked long and hard into the 
camera, but she couldn’t do much more than that without being noticed. 

“Did you see that?” Mac said. “She gave us a look.” 

“Yeah, but what was it supposed to mean?” 

“No idea.” Mac slumped again. They watched for a while, but with so 
many soldiers in the room, there was no chance for any of the scientists to 
communicate with them. 

“T wonder if Dr. Sharma had a chance to tell my dad we’re here,” said 
Charlie. “It doesn’t seem like they get any time alone to talk.” 

“T’m sure it’s the first thing she’d tell him, given the chance,” said Mrs. 
Wilde. “She knows how much it would mean to us.” 

“How are we going to figure out what to do if they can’t tell us?” asked 
Charlie. 

“I think we need to be patient and observe like Ms. Sabbith said.” 

Mac and Charlie grew bored when nothing new happened. Mac turned 
to the roach camera in the hallway, moving it back and forth when the coast 
was clear, and making it turn and run, trying to get the feel for how the 
insect moved and reacted to commands. 

Charlie watched until the constant movement made her feel queasy. 
Then she flopped down on the floor and flipped through her device’s 
screens, wishing like crazy that she knew where the Project Chimera 
envelope had gone so she could deactivate her bracelet. She wanted to 
forget that the papers were still out there somewhere. And that somebody 
could be reading all about the devices . . . and maybe going to the 
newspaper with the information, like that person who took the photo of the 
soldiers did. She couldn’t stand to think about it. Where was it? 

After a while Mrs. Wilde got tired of the constantly moving roach 
camera too, and she shooed Charlie and Mac away from the table. “I’ll 
watch for a while. You two go do. . . something else. Memorize the 
blueprints so you know your way around the bank building. Or. . . I know. 
Why don’t you figure out what else Mac’s device does?” 

“Now we’re talking,” said Mac, warming up to the idea immediately. “I 
didn’t dare to try any training at home in case my parents saw me.” He hit 
the activate button and the liquid silver flowed from it, snaking up his arm 
and over his body. Within a second or two it hardened into a shell of armor. 

Mrs. Wilde looked curiously at his suit, then went back to the screens. 


Mac started walking and tripped. “I forgot how weird it feels to move in 
this,” he said. It made a clanking noise. He moved around some more, then 
ran and slammed into the wall on purpose, startling everyone. “Didn’t even 
hurt,” he boasted. He looked at his device, clicked a button, and lifted his 
helmet off. 

“Are you sure your device is based on an animal?” asked Charlie. “It’s 
so... different.” 

“Tt would have to be, wouldn’t it? If all the devices are injected with 
animal DNA that means it’s some sort. Plus, remember there was the 
outline of scales the other night?” 

“That’s right, I almost forgot. And there was that drawing of an 
armadillo or whatever.” 

“I haven’t figured out the animal yet,” Mac insisted, a bit defensively. 
He started clicking the buttons on his device. “Hey, look. New screens. I 
don’t remember seeing these before.” He squinted and read, “‘Defense 
Mode: Protective Shell Activated.’” He looked at Charlie. “You were 
probably right the other day when you said I just needed to reset it.” 

Charlie beamed and came over to look. She was reminded by the 
various tabs that the graphics on this device weren’t nearly as far along as 
the ones on the Mark Five. 

Mac came to a new screen. “‘Scales,’” he read. “I bet this is the tab I 
was on last time.” He touched the word and instantly his smooth armor 
became etched with large leaflike scales, with the points of the leaves 
pointing downward. 

“That’s it!” said Charlie. “That’s what you had before. Do you know 
how you got here?” 

“T’d better redo it to make sure,” said Mac. 

Charlie peered at the suit, then traced her finger along the thin indented 
line of the scales. “But what good is this? It’s just . . . a design.” 

Mac didn’t answer. He was busy retracing his steps. The scales 
vanished. A moment later they returned. “Okay, got it,” said Mac. 

Charlie shrugged. She still didn’t understand what good it was. 
Unless . . . “What does that screen lead to?” she asked. 

“A tab that says ‘Under Construction,’” said Mac. “Like a website with 
a broken link. Weird, but I guess it makes sense.” He pressed it even though 
there was nothing there. Surprisingly that brought him to another screen, 


which read, SCALES: DEFENSIVE. He clicked on it, and the pointy tips of 
the scales all separated slightly from the suit, fanning out. “Whoa,” he said. 

“Cool!” said Charlie. She reached out to touch one and quickly pulled 
her hand away. “Ouch! They’re sharp!” She looked at her finger, then 
looked closer at the scales. 

“Yes,” said Mac triumphantly under his breath, and looking himself 
over. “But they don’t stick out very far. You have to really try to pick me up 
or come at me from below to get cut.” 

“Thank goodness,” said Charlie. Knowing that she’d heal quickly if she 
got hurt, Charlie tentatively bumped her shoulder into Mac. The scales 
stayed pointed downward and didn’t slice into her. “Okay,” she said, 
double-checking to make sure she hadn’t been cut. “This is definitely cool 
because now you can’t accidentally hurt us.” 

“Yeah, it’s okay, but it’s not very fierce,” said Mac. He sounded a little 
disappointed. “I wonder if there’s anything else?” 

“I’m going to take a picture and send it to Maria,” said Charlie. As she 
lined up her camera, Mac clicked through some more screens. 

Before Charlie could send the photo, she and Mac got simultaneous text 
messages. 

“I can’t get to my phone,” said Mac. “It’s in my pocket inside the suit.” 

“Tt’s Maria in our group text,” said Charlie, skimming the message. Her 
face fell. “Uh-oh. She got mad at her stepbrothers and she changed into a 
monkey again.” 

“Oh no,” said Mac, his face growing concerned. “Ask her if she’s 
okay.” 

“She says she’s locked in her bathroom and the boys are pounding on 
the door.” 

“Oh no!” said Mac again. 

The text messages kept coming, and Charlie read them to Mac. “Now 
she says they’re making so much noise that she can’t concentrate enough to 
meditate.” 

Charlie sent some encouraging words so Maria would know they were 
there, and they waited again. Then another message came in. Charlie read it 
and looked up. “She wants to know if we can come and help her.” 

Mac picked up his helmet and looked at Charlie solemnly. “I don’t 
know. Can we?” 


Charlie looked at her mother, who was peering intently at the screens. 
“Mom?” 

“Yes?” 

“Maria’s stuck in monkey mode and needs our help.” 

“Is she in danger?” 

“Not exactly.” 

Mrs. Wilde shook her head, eyes still glued to the screens. “One sec. 
Mac, how do you switch the cameras so the cardinal is on the big screen?” 

Mac clunked over to her and talked her through the keystroke. “What’s 
going on?” he asked. 

“There are a couple of soldiers outside the building. I want to see if the 
cardinal can pick up their conversation.” 

Mac checked the volume, but they were too far away from the drone to 
be heard. 

“Mom?” said Charlie again. 

“Yes, honey?” 

“What about Maria?” 

Mrs. Wilde hesitated. “By the time we get to her, she might already be 
changed back. And if we go, we might miss something important here.” 

“What if I go by myself?” asked Charlie. “I could run the distance 
pretty fast.” 

Charlie’s mom turned to look at her. “I know you can, but look where 
the soldiers are. They’d see you leaving, and we can’t risk that. After what 
happened yesterday, we really need to stay hidden. I won’t have them 
grabbing you, too.” She offered an apologetic smile. Tell Maria I’m sorry. 
Keep checking on her, though.” 

“I will,” said Charlie. She turned back to her phone and told Maria what 
her mother had said. “I’m really sorry,” she added at the end. “Maybe if 
you’re superquiet the boys will go away for a few minutes so you can 
meditate.” 

Charlie waited, watching her screen. But Maria didn’t reply. She waited 
some more, then called Maria on FaceTime. 

Maria answered. Her face was streaked with tears, and she still had a 
beard and patches of fur on her head and arms. Charlie could hear the boys 
pounding on the door in the background. “Hi,” Maria said, sounding 
miserable. 


“Oh, Maria,” said Charlie. “Do you want me to try to help you 
concentrate and relax?” 

“No, that’s okay. You and Mac just do whatever important stuff you 
have to do. I texted Kelly. She’s going to call me from Mexico in a minute.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie, feeling even worse. “Okay. Are you sure?” 

Maria nodded. “Thanks, though,” she added. 

“Let me know—” 

“Oh! Here she is. Bye!” Maria hung up. 

“Bye,” said Charlie to the blank screen. She looked up at Mac and her 
mom, then put her phone away. Later, when she checked in, Maria was too 
busy playing games with her stepbrothers to talk long. But apparently Kelly 
had helped her turn back into Maria again. 


Because it was Saturday night, the building they were in was deserted of its 
other business tenants. Charlie’s mom kept an eye on the soldiers and said 
the kids could go outside into the hallway. Mac practiced running in his 
armored suit up and down the long stretch until he got a bit more 
accustomed to how that felt. Soon he was less clunky and gaining speed. 

After a while Mac became winded and started coughing uncontrollably. 
Charlie helped him liquefy the suit so he could get to his inhaler. By the 
time Mac had his asthma under control, everybody was ready to go home. 

Weary, they left home base and stopped at the Sugar Plum for a quick 
dessert to revive them. Charlie had mint chocolate-chip ice cream in a sugar 
cone and Mac had a piece of warm apple pie because he said that ice cream 
would just make him start coughing again. 

Mrs. Barnes met them in the driveway when they pulled up to Mac’s 
house. He quickly slipped his bracelet into his pocket. 

Charlie’s mom rolled down the window. “Hi, Claudia. Thanks for 
letting us borrow Mac.” 

“Hello, Diana,” said Mrs. Barnes. “Is everybody staying out of 
trouble?” 

Mrs. Wilde smiled. “Definitely. No more incidents. The kids will think 
twice before doing something like that again.” 

“Good. I just wanted to make sure. Thanks for driving Mac home.” 

“Anytime. He’s great company and such a nice young man.” 


Mac rolled his eyes at Charlie as he grabbed his things and got out of 
the car, but he grinned despite his embarrassment. 

Charlie grinned back. “Nice young man,” she mouthed at him, and put 
her thumbs up. 

Charlie’s mom didn’t notice their antics and continued. “You know, I’m 
off work all next week, so he’s welcome to come over anytime.” 

“That’s very kind of you,” said Mrs. Barnes, warming up a bit more. 
“Mac’s father is headed to a convention in Fresno next week, and I’m 
closing out a riparian rights case with a huge brief to write, so I’ll be 
swamped. It might be nice for Mac to have a place to hang out so he’s not 
stuck here alone all day.” 

“Makes you wonder why they call it a brief, Pll bet,” joked Mrs. Wilde. 

Mrs. Barnes laughed. “You said it.” 

“We’d love to have him anytime.” 

“Cool,” said Mac. “Thanks for everything, Mrs. Dr. Wilde. Especially 
the pie.” He waved his iPad at Charlie. “See you later.” He and his mother 
turned to go back inside. Mrs. Barnes rested her hand on her son’s shoulder 
as they walked into the house together. 


CHAPTER 23 
A Minor Breakthrough 


First thing Sunday morning, Charlie called Maria, worried that her friend 
was miffed at her for not being able to come to her rescue. “Are you doing 
okay?” she asked carefully. 

“Yeah,” said Maria, sounding sheepish. “I’m sorry I got weird 
yesterday. I was really worried that the boys would see me. It was fine later 
once I changed back. And then I felt bad for hanging up on you to talk to 
Kelly. I was desperate for help.” 

Charlie relaxed. “Aw, I don’t blame you. I wanted to come.” 

“I was a little mad that Mac didn’t respond.” 

“He had his device activated and was wearing his suit, so he couldn’t 
reach his phone.” 

“Oh.” Maria hesitated, then admitted, “I guess I was a little jealous that 
you two got to hang out all day and I was stuck home with my stepbrothers. 
Mac and I didn’t even get to go to our Saturday morning movie. So 
everything felt off and weird and then the monkey thing happened again.” 
She sighed. 

“How was Kelly?” asked Charlie. 

“She was fine, I guess. In the condo alone. She helped me change back, 
so that was good. I told her we found your dad, and she seemed happy 
about that. Then I suggested she at least take a walk on the beach or the 
boardwalk. She said she’d think about it.” 

“Maybe that’ ll help her feel better about everything.” 

“I hope so,” said Maria. 

“So...do you have to babysit again today?” 

“No, thankfully, but I have to be here for Sunday lunch. Can you 
come?” 


Charlie wanted to go. But she wanted to see her father more, and try to 
figure out how they were going to rescue him. “I’d better not,” she said 
with a sigh. “My mom needs my help.” 

“I get it,” said Maria. “I wish I could help you.” 

“Did you invite Mac?” Charlie asked. 

“Yeah, he’s coming.” 

Now Charlie felt left out. But it was by her choice. And she didn’t want 
her mom to go to home base alone—the way things had been going lately, 
she might not come back. Her mom needed Charlie for protection, not just 
for somebody to talk to. Charlie fought the heart-sinking feeling and put on 
a smile. “Good. Maybe you two can come again tomorrow.” 

“Definitely,” Maria said. “Already asked my mom and it’s cool. It sure 
is easier being with you if I start to change again. And . . . maybe we can 
even do some training. Like your mom suggested.” 

“That sounds good. Well, I’ll see you two tomorrow, then,” said Charlie. 
She tried not to let her loneliness get her down. 


Charlie and her mom spent a quiet day observing the soldiers. Before she 
left, Ms. Sabbith had started to keep a log of things that seemed habitual— 
like most of the soldiers taking lunch at the same time every day, or Dr. 
Gray spending mornings in the lab and going to his office in the afternoons 
to work privately. A few patterns were beginning to emerge, and Mrs. 
Wilde added them to the notebook. 

Ms. Sabbith texted to check in with them. “Has Dr. Sharma 
communicated with you yet?” 

“Just a few glances at the ladybug cam,” replied Mrs. Wilde. 

“Hmm. Nothing from the dragonfly? Seemed like there was a moment 
or two late every evening where Gray left the guys alone in the room. Isn’t 
that happening now?” 

Mrs. Wilde pursed her lips. “I didn’t know about that. We’ve left by 
nine every night because Mac and Maria needed to be home. Maybe we can 
stay late tonight—it’s just Charlie and me today.” 

There was a short pause before Ms. Sabbith responded. “Or you could 
just rewind the video and watch it back.” 

Mrs. Wilde and Charlie looked at each other in surprise. “That’s a 
thing?” asked Charlie. 


“Apparently so,” said her mom. She laughed ruefully and responded, 
“How do we do that?” 

Ms. Sabbith gave the instructions and apologized for neglecting to 
mention that feature. 

Before they could get started, Mrs. Wilde’s phone rang. It was Andy, 
FaceTiming from camping. “Hey, Mom! Hi, Charlie!” he said. His nose was 
red from sunburn. 

“Is everything okay?” Mrs. Wilde asked, immediately worried. 

“Yeah, it’s great! I’m having a blast.” 

“That’s a relief. I love that you’re having so much fun.” 

Andy glanced over both shoulders, then said quietly, “Anything new 
with Dad?” 

“Just the updates I’ve texted you,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Pll keep you 
informed, and don’t worry about us. We’re doing fine.” She showed him the 
lab screen so he could see Mr. Wilde working, then asked, “What’s your 
favorite thing about Sedona so far? The red rocks?” 

“Those are really awesome, but I like the Red Planet Diner. It’s like this 
alien restaurant. .. .” He prattled on about the places they were planning to 
go in the coming days, like shopping in the Tlaquepaque Village and 
exploring Slide Rock in Oak Creek Canyon. But the thing he was most 
looking forward to was taking a day-trip to Bearizona, near Flagstaff. “The 
animals aren’t even in cages,” he said, “And you get to drive through to see 
bears and wolves wandering around, like, right next to you. It sounds crazy. 
I can’t wait.” 

“Just keep your body parts inside the vehicle, you hear me?” 

“Yes, Mom. I’m not stupid.” 

Mrs. Wilde laughed. “I know. You’re pretty smart, actually.” She 
paused, smiling at him and his sunburned nose. “Wear sunblock, too.” 

“I do! I just forgot to put some on my nose yesterday, that’s why it’s 
burned. I did my shoulders, though.” 

“Good job. I love you, kiddo.” 

“Love you too, Mom. And you too, Charlie. And Dad—tell him if you 
see him.” 

“T will.” 

They hung up. 

“T almost miss him,” said Charlie. 


“Tm so relieved he’s having fun. I think the stress of this would be a bit 
much for him.” 

“Tt’s not for me, though,” said Charlie. 

Mom looked at Charlie for a long moment. “You really are quite mature 
for twelve.” 

“Twelve and a half,” Charlie said. 

Mom laughed. “Because that’s a real sign of maturity to keep counting 
your age in half years.” 

“Well, at my age, that half year is like five percent of my life, you know. 
It still matters.” She pulled up the calculator on her cell phone and did the 
math. “Four percent. Okay, not quite five, but still.” She grinned cheekily. 

Mom ruffled her daughter’s hair. “Fair enough. And you’re pretty smart 
with math. Do you ever think about what you want to be? Maybe a scientist 
or a doctor like Dad and me?” 

Charlie closed the calculator app and turned back to the surveillance 
computer. “Well, that’s kind of a silly question, isn’t it? I’m going to be a 
superhero, Mom. Obviously.” 

“Obviously,” Mrs. Wilde repeated. “Okay, Ms. Superhero, see if you 
can figure out how to rewind the dragonfly footage.” 

Charlie followed Ms. Sabbith’s instructions, and soon she was moving 
the cursor back to the events of Friday evening. She found the moment the 
scientists were ushered into the room, and they listened and watched with 
disgust as Cyke and Dr. Gray tied up her father and the other two for the 
night. Then Dr. Gray leaned against the front of his desk and started talking. 

Charlie and her mother stared. What Dr. Gray said was horrifying. 
Charlie couldn’t understand it at first, but then Dr. Sharma’s questions 
began to clarify his intentions to turn the soldiers into actual chimeras. 

“That’s crazy,” said Charlie. 

“Dr. Gray is insane,” muttered Mrs. Wilde. “I mean, we knew that 
already, but this plan—it’s frightening!” She shook her head. “What 
possible reason would he have to do this if he wasn’t plotting some sort of 
attack? He’s delusional! We have to stop him.” 








Charlie nodded, scared. While her mom called Ms. Sabbith back to tell 
her what they’d witnessed, Charlie texted Mac and Maria the horrible 
details. After Mrs. Wilde hung up, they looked at each other soberly. Then 
Charlie’s mom nodded at the screen. “Keep going,” she said. Charlie 
pressed Play. 

When the video came to the part where the scientists slept, Charlie 
almost turned the footage off. But she moved the tape forward, just in case, 
and saw Dr. Gray get up to talk to Cyke. She played it, and when the two 
stepped out, she and her mom heard Dr. Sharma’s whispers to them to keep 
watching, and to wait for Jack Goldstein to get his strength back. That they 
would work together to coordinate the escape. And then they saw Charles 
find out about them. 

They both broke down when they saw him cry. 


CHAPTER 24 
Maria Embraces Her Inner Primate 


On Monday morning Mac and Maria showed up at the Wilde house eager 
to be together again, and the four of them set off with lunches packed. 

Mac and Maria had researched some spy strategies at Maria’s house on 
Sunday to help them avoid being followed in case some of Dr. Gray’s 
soldiers were scouting the area in search of them. At their suggestion, Mrs. 
Wilde drove slowly once she reached the downtown area so that all traffic 
behind her would naturally wish to pass her. Anyone who didn’t pass could 
be trying to follow them. She also agreed to park the Subaru in different 
areas, like on the street one day, in the parking lot behind the building the 
next, trying to keep it always in distant sight of the cardinal camera so they 
could watch for anything suspicious to happen when they weren’t near it. 
And while there weren’t many crowds to stick with, which would be the 
safest way to travel on foot, Maria said they should never walk alone. If 
they felt they were being followed, they should go inside a shop or walk 
around the block and see if they could shake whoever was on their tail, 
because most people heading anywhere have no need to go in a complete 
square. 

Today the coast looked clear. And being Monday, there were a few 
pedestrians around. Mrs. Wilde parked on the street a block behind home 
base, in sight of the cardinal cam through the narrow alley. 

The four of them headed into the building and up the stairs. Mrs. Wilde 
unlocked the door and let everyone into the surveillance room. 

Charlie, who’d brought along the local paper, laid it out on a table and 
showed Mac and Maria the recent article. They bent over it and read. Then 
they talked more about Dr. Gray’s crazy plan. 


“Tt’s terrible,” said Maria. “And even worse, it sounds like the soldiers 
will be harder to fight if they have more abilities. Um . . . no way.” She 
stood up and shoved her hair behind one ear. “We have to stop him.” 

Charlie nodded. “That’s right. We do.” She noticed Maria was wearing 
her bracelet. She hadn’t been sure Maria was going to want to keep it even 
after she’d put it on the other day, but Maria seemed like she’d made a 
definite choice now. “Maybe later, once people clear out of the building for 
the day, we can test your skills.” 

Maria’s look of determination didn’t waver. “Okay. Let’s see if this 
device actually makes me stronger.” 

“Deal,” said Charlie. 

“PII show you what I can do too,” said Mac. “In the meantime there’s 
something I’ve been wanting to do.” He went over to the camera controls 
next to Mrs. Wilde. 

She looked up at him. “Do you want to take over for a bit?” 

“Yes, please,” said Mac. He expertly switched to the roach cam. 

Mrs. Wilde moved to the desk Dr. Sharma had used for her research and 
began rummaging around in the broken drawer. 

“What are you looking for, Mom?” Charlie asked. 

“An extra key to this office. I want you kids to have one just in case you 
ever get locked out.” She pulled open another drawer and found a ring of 
keys sitting there. “Here we go.” She grabbed it and went to try the doors to 
see which ones would work. 

Charlie went to the monitors and watched over Mac’s shoulder. “What 
are you doing?” she asked. 

“Practicing the roach controls some more,” said Mac. “So that when we 
see an opportunity, I can move it out of the hallway into the lab like Dr. 
Sharma was trying to do. If we can get her to notice it, maybe she’ll have a 
chance to tell us more. But first I need to get better at controlling it.” 

Mrs. Wilde came back to the surveillance area and handed Charlie a set 
of keys. “Maybe we could stay later tonight to see if they say anything on 
the dragonfly cam in Gray’s office. When do you kids need to be home?” 

“Ten o’clock,” said Mac. “But that’s if Pm walking. Maybe I can get 
my parents to let me stay later if they know you’re driving me home.” 

“And I can just stay overnight at your house,” suggested Maria. “Then I 
won’t have to go home at all.” 


Mrs. Wilde nodded. “That sounds good, Maria. Mac, check with your 
parents and we’ll give it a try.” 


Mac practiced his roach maneuvering skills on and off while making notes 
in the log book. By the time he felt good enough at the controls and ready to 
sneak the thing into the lab, the soldiers seemed to be more active than 
usual, and he didn’t dare to take any chances. He held back. 

Nearby Charlie and Maria studied the plans of the ninth floor of the 
bank building, identifying the various rooms and trying to figure out which 
one was the lab and which room was Dr. Gray’s office. 

“I wonder what’s on all the other floors?” said Maria, looking at those 
plans, too. 

“More empty offices, I suppose.” 

“Or maybe the vault.” 

“Maybe.” Charlie looked through all the blueprints carefully, thinking 
that if they ever ended up going across the street to rescue the scientists, 
they’d better know their way around the other floors a little, too. 

By seven o’clock their building was quiet. After Mrs. Wilde checked for 
any straggling workers, she gave the kids the all clear to mess around in the 
hallway to their hearts’ content—as long as they tried not to break anything. 
Maria, Mac, and Charlie left Mrs. Wilde at the camera controls and headed 
into the hallway. 

“Okay, let’s see what this bracelet of yours can do,” said Charlie. 

“Finally,” said Maria. 

Mac raised an eyebrow. “This from the girl who never wanted to wear it 
again two days ago.” 

Maria sniffed. “I changed my mind. Charlie’s mom—she convinced me. 
She needs me to do this.” She started pressing buttons with Charlie looking 
over her right shoulder and Mac looking over her left. She came to a screen 
called “Manual Transformation” and cringed. “That’s the one I pushed the 
first time,” she said. She clicked it. Her body changed instantly, sporting the 
same howler monkey features as before. 

“So, the bracelet lets you turn on your enhancements in case it doesn’t 
happen naturally,” said Charlie. “Wish I could do that with mine.” She tried 
not to sound annoyed. 


They soon came across a screen on Maria’s device that she’d never seen 
before. It was an animated picture of a howler monkey bouncing on its feet. 
With each bounce its arms, legs, and tail grew a little longer. Then the word 
TURBO flashed once and everything went back to its original size and 
started over. 

“Turbo, what?” said Mac. “Cool!” 

“What do you suppose this does?” asked Maria, though it sounded as if 
she had a good idea. 

Charlie couldn’t take her eyes off the monkey. “I think I can guess,” she 
said in a low voice. 

Mac looked at the girls and nodded enthusiastically. “Do you want to 
click on it?” 

Maria closed her eyes. “I hope I don’t regret this,” she said, and tapped 
the screen. A second later her arms, legs, and tail all started growing, 
making her proportions more monkey-like. 

“Yikes!” said Charlie. 

“Ho-leeeeey,” said Mac. 

“Whoa.” Maria peered down at herself, aghast. 

“Does it hurt?” asked Charlie. 

“No,” said Maria carefully, her voice shaking. “It feels . . . strange.” 

“T think it’s stopping now,” said Mac. 

He and Charlie took a step back and looked at Maria. She was now a 
few inches taller than them, her limbs all stretched out. Her shirtsleeves 
now only reached just past her elbows, and her jeans were like capris. Her 
furry arms and legs were exposed. Her tail curled and hung nearly to the 
ground. 

Charlie had no idea how Maria would react to this. “It’s going to be 
okay,” she said automatically, and searched Maria’s face for signs of tears. 
But Maria was examining herself all over. She tested the spring in her step 
and swished her tail left and right and left again. And then she examined her 
fingers, which had grown longer too. “Well,” she said, “Turbo monkey 
mode seems to be a thing. Let’s hope it can help stop that maniac, Dr. 
Gray.” 

With that, she took a few tentative steps, trying to get used to walking 
on longer legs, then tried running up and down the hallway. She did a 
handspring, a front flip, and ran up the wall and vaulted backward off it, 


landing a bit unsteady but triumphant. She practiced a few more, growing 
better with each one. 

Charlie and Mac exchanged a relieved glance—Maria seemed to be 
embracing the changes. All Charlie could hope for now was that Maria 
could just as easily switch out of Turbo Mode. Because if this look was the 
new normal, there’d be no way to cover it up with a scarf. 


CHAPTER 25 
Making Progress 


Monday evening flew by. Mac joined the action by showing Maria the 
new stuff he’d discovered about his device. 

“What animal are you?” Maria said. It was the question of the week. 

“T still don’t know. It’s mostly just a defensive kind, I guess,” said Mac 
sheepishly. “Even the scales can’t really hurt anybody unless they’re really 
trying to rough me up.” He tried not to reveal how disappointed he was that 
he didn’t seem to have any kind of offensive attack feature, but Charlie 
knew he was feeling it. 

“Show her how sharp the scales are,” suggested Charlie. 

Mac went to tap the “Under Construction” screen like he’d done before. 
But this time he hit a different spot on the screen. Instead of the scales 
pushing out slightly like they’d done before, something totally new and 
shocking happened: his metallic fingers morphed into thick long claws with 
sharp points, and more claws extended from his feet. 

“Oh my gosh!” shrieked Charlie. 

“What?” Mac shouted, sounding delighted and freaked out at the same 
time. 

Maria jumped back. “Your hands!” she cried. 

Mac looked at the spikes that had taken the place of his fingers, and the 
girls examined him too. His new fingerclaws were rock hard and they 
curved slightly. 

“Wow!” said Maria. “Those’ll hurt in a fight.” 

Mac smiled. “You think?” He turned his wrists to view the claws from 
all angles. “They look sharp.” 

“I bet you can dig and climb with those things,” said Charlie. “And 
fight, too, of course.” 


“Yes!” said Mac. He ran to the wall to tap it. It left a scratch. “Oops,” he 
said. They looked around the hallway to see if there was anything he could 
try to climb, but there was nothing that he could attempt without destroying 
it. 

“We’ll have to find a place to test that out so you can train,” said Maria. 

Just then Charlie’s mom poked her head into the hallway and did a 
double take at the sight of Mac and Maria. “My goodness!” she exclaimed. 
“Look at you two!” She came out and started toward them. “I was just 
about to give you the ten-minute waming—it’s almost time to get Mac 
home. But let me see you! Come on—twirl!” 

Maria and Mac laughed and Charlie shook her head, embarrassed. But 
the two slowly turned around, then showed Mrs. Wilde the new features 
they’d discovered. 

“This is really impressive,” Mrs. Wilde said. “Both of you. I could hear 
some banging around out here. How has training gone?” 

“Great!” said Maria. “Dr. Sharma was right about the enhanced features. 
PII be even tougher now.” 

Mrs. Wilde smiled. “Good. I’m going to pack up. Do you have enough 
time to change back to yourself now, Maria? Or do you want to wait until 
we get to our house?” 

“PIl try now,” Maria said. 

“You should practice more so you get faster at it,” suggested Mac. 

“That’s not a bad idea,” said Maria. 

Mrs. Wilde gave her a thumbs-up and retreated to the office. Maria 
looked exhausted and sweaty, but she was smiling. When she clicked off the 
Turbo Mode, her arms, legs, and tail shrank back to their normal sizes 
immediately, which was a relief to Charlie and the others. 

While Maria sat quietly to try to make the fur and tail go away, Mac 
swiftly changed back and grabbed his iPad. “Pll bet I can figure out this 
animal now that I’ve seen those claws,” he said excitedly. “I already have 
an idea of what it might be from a video I saw one time—I just can’t 
remember what it’s called. . . .” He typed in the search bar. 

Charlie left them alone and went inside to where her mother was, near 
the surveillance laptop, jotting down a few notes in the log book. “Any 
word from Dr. Sharma or Dad?” 


“Not today.” Mrs. Wilde’s eyes looked red-rimmed from staring at the 
screens for hours. “Dr. Gray hasn’t left them alone for the night yet— 
they’re still in the lab. He’s working them really hard.” She sounded 
worried. “I was really hoping they’d be back in there for the night by now 
so we could see if they had a chance to tell us anything.” 

“Irs all right, though,” said Charlie, “isn’t it? Because we can watch the 
video tomorrow.” 

“True. I just. . .” She looked wistfully at the screen with the ladybug 
cam stationed outside the lab window. It showed the scientists at their 
Stations with a few soldiers around. “I just miss your dad. And I was hoping 
maybe he’d have a chance to at least give me a sign . . . or something.” 

Charlie felt a wave of emotion come over her. Even though her dad was 
there on the screen, right across the street, she missed him, too. She hugged 
her mom, then reached out and began massaging her shoulders. 

“Oh, honey, that’s sweet of you,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Thank you.” After a 
minute they gathered up their things and met Mac and Maria in the hallway. 

“Pangolin!” shouted Mac. He jumped to his feet. “Yesss! Oh man, this 
is so much better than an armadillo. What a relief!” 

Charlie, Maria, and Mrs. Wilde crowded around Mac’s iPad to see what 
a pangolin looked like, and Mac played a short video for them as they 
waited for the elevator. It showed the animal curled in a ball and a lion 
trying unsuccessfully to eat it. 

“That is so cool!” said Maria, and the others agreed. 

The group headed to the car, with Maria and Mac in the backseat 
chattering excitedly about their new powers and the things they needed to 
practice, and Charlie and her mom in the front, being quiet together. 


On Tuesday morning Mrs. Wilde decided she needed a break. “How about I 
drop you off at the movies this morning?” she asked the girls at breakfast. 
“I have to run some errands—it’ll be fun to act like a normal person again, 
won’t it? We can head over to home base after that.” 

“Yes!” said Charlie. She turned to Maria. “Maybe we can see a 
suspenseful one that triggers your monkey power, like we did a few weeks 
ago, to try to get my bracelet to activate. That’ll give you a chance to 
practice changing back. With the scientists all being held hostage, who 


knows how long it’ll be before they can work on a solution to your DNA 
problem. So you might as well try to get better at changing.” 

“T don’t know,” said Maria, looking alarmed by the idea at first. “What 
if someone sees me?” 

“We’ll be in the dark,” Charlie said. “And you can scrunch down in the 
seat and keep your scarf on.” 

After thinking it over, Maria nodded. “Actually, that’s a great idea.” 

They picked up Mac and told him the plan. Mrs. Wilde dropped off the 
three kids at the ten o’clock matinee, and Maria picked the scariest movie 
for them to go see. 

As expected, throughout the movie at the most stressful parts, Maria 
changed into a weremonkey. The first time, Charlie and Mac tried to help 
her calm down enough so that she was able to change back, but their 
whispers were unappreciated by others in the audience. After that, 
whenever it happened, Maria waved them off. And by the end of the movie, 
at the last superscary moment when she changed into a weremonkey again, 
Maria was able to change back before the lights came on, which felt like 
record time. 

When they were walking to the lobby after the show, Maria said she’d 
missed some important parts of the movie, but it was totally worth it to have 
had the practice changing. She was feeling better about it. “Maybe next 
time I can work on not getting scared at all so I don’t change.” 

“But you need to change if you ever have to fight the soldiers,” Mac 
pointed out. 

“Oh, trust me,” Maria said. “If those soldiers come after us again, P1 be 
scared enough not to be able to stop it. Besides, I can turn it on if I need it. I 
just can’t turn it off.” 

Just then they ran into Vanessa from the soccer team coming into the 
theater with a few other kids from school, which jolted them back to their 
old familiar world. It felt strange. 

“I miss soccer already,” Vanessa said to Maria and Charlie. “I was 
thinking we could get the team together and kick the ball around this 
Saturday. Are you feeling better, Maria?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine now,” said Maria. “That sounds great.” 

Mac looked bored and pulled out his phone. 


“Kelly’s on vacation somewhere, right? When does she get home?” 
asked Vanessa. 

“Friday morning,” said Maria. “I’m sure she’ll want to join us.” 

“Definitely,” said Charlie. She knew if Kelly was stuck with her mother 
in a place she didn’t like for a week, she’d be raring to take her anger out on 
a soccer ball. 

“Cool,” said Vanessa. “Let’s say eleven o’clock on the school field.” 

“I can’t make it at eleven,” said Maria. “Mac and I have plans. How 
about three o’clock?” Mac, typing on his phone, glanced at Maria and 
smiled. Charlie remembered they always went to the morning matinee on 
Saturdays. 

The group agreed on another time, and then Vanessa and her friends 
continued on to their movie. Maria, Mac, and Charlie saw Mrs. Wilde pull 
up to the curb outside the theater and headed out into the warm sunshine. 
“How was it?” 

“Tt was dark and scary,” said Charlie. “I forgot how warm and sunny it 
is here in the real world.” 

“Back in Chicago,” Mrs. Wilde said, “we’d be out of our minds to get a 
beautiful day like this on spring break. And here we have them almost 
every day.” 

“Get used to it,” said Mac. “Just don’t forget how nice it is now when 
we hit a hundred and eighteen in July.” 

“Did you ever try frying an egg on the sidewalk when it gets that hot?” 
asked Charlie. “Or is that just a big joke?” 

“Oh, we’ve all tried it,” said Maria. “It makes a mess on the sidewalk. 
It’s better to use a black cast-iron skillet and set it on a flat surface. It works 
in, like, an hour when it’s that hot.” 

“Yeah,” said Mac. “The black skillet draws more heat in. It works.” 

Mrs. Wilde laughed. “That’s fascinating. It makes sense, though. Gotta 
love science.” 

“Don’t forget to put some salt on it or it tastes really gross when it’s 
done,” said Maria. 


They grabbed lunch, sitting outside on the restaurant’s patio, talking quietly 
about the devices and their powers. Maria wondered aloud about how Kelly 


was doing. “Do you think we can show her what we can do with our 
bracelets when she gets home? Or is that too risky?” 

“Tt might make her feel bad that hers didn’t work,” Mac pointed out. 

“That reminds me—Dr. Sharma never had a chance to look for it,” 
Maria mused. “It’s probably buried deep in a landfill by now.” 

Talking about searching for the bracelet reminded Charlie that she had 
never found the Talos Global papers. “I never found the envelope either,” 
said Charlie glumly. “I searched everywhere.” 

“Maybe Kelly has them both,” joked Mac, and they all laughed. 

Maria fake-punched him. “Pd almost believe you, but she didn’t 
mention a word about it to me when we FaceTimed the other day. If she’s as 
bored as she says she is, and she actually had the device, you’d think she’d 
at least mess around with it.” 

Charlie wrinkled up her nose. She wouldn’t put it past Kelly to have 
secretly held on to the bracelet. But she kept that to herself. 

“When is Andy coming home?” she asked her mom. 

“They’re thinking Saturday, according to Andy’s latest text message.” 

“That’s nice for him to have a friend like that to spend the week with,” 
said Maria. “My stepbrothers are gone for the rest of the week, too. They 
went up to the Grand Canyon with their mom.” 

“T haven’t been anywhere fun yet,” Charlie lamented. 

“We’ll take a trip as a family this summer after this mess is over,” said 
Mrs. Wilde. “I think we’re all going to need a vacation by then.” 

Charlie smiled. “Tell me about it.” 

Feeling refreshed, Charlie’s mom paid the bill and the foursome headed 
for home base to see if anything new was happening. 


CHAPTER 26 
Exterminated 


Mac was on a mission. He went straight to the cameras and zoomed in on 
the laboratory scene. “I am going to get the roach in there today,” he said, 
determined. 

Mega stood guard at the door. Charlie’s dad, Dr. Sharma, and Dr. 
Goldstein, who was apparently able to stand now, were working at their 
usual stations near one another. Some of the remaining stations were 
occupied by Zed, Prowl, and a soldier none of them had seen before. 

“Who’s that guy?” asked Maria, pointing. 

“I don’t know,” said Mrs. Wilde. “He showed up for the first time the 
other day. I can’t tell what animal he’s been fused with—he’s just been 
working in the lab. It appears Gray has put soldiers on the job of creating 
the shells and clasps for new devices. Maybe so they’ll be ready for when 
the scientists finish putting together the inner mechanisms.” She narrowed 
her eyes and glanced at the roach cam screen in the hallway, which showed 
Dr. Gray walking to the lab. “Watch closely now—see what Charles does,” 
she said. “Here comes Gray.” 

Back on the ladybug monitor Mega moved aside and opened the door. 
At her first movement Charlie’s dad smoothly slid what he was working on 
to a compartment below the counter and pulled out a different project that 
seemed identical—at least through the blurry, superzoomed camera lens. 

“What is he doing?” asked Charlie. “It seems like he’s working on 
something on the sly.” 

Mrs. Wilde clenched her fists together and sat forward. “That’s the way, 
honey,” she whispered. “I think so too. He’s got to be plotting something!” 

“Cool,” breathed Mac and Maria together. Their eyes were glued to the 
screen. 


Dr. Gray approached the biologists. He seemed almost happy to be 
chatting with them, and they all responded in kind, like they had done in Dr. 
Gray’s office. They even laughed together at one particular moment. 

It was almost horrifying for Charlie to watch her dad behave that way 
with the man who had abducted him and was keeping him captive. “Why 
do they keep acting like that?” Charlie asked. It made her stomach hurt. “T 
wish we could hear them.” 

“Me too,” said Mac. “This is tricky, though.” He bit his lip and made a 
face as the lab door closed tightly again without giving him a chance to 
sneak the roach inside. 

“Tm sure Dr. Sharma has had a chance to tell Jack and your father at 
least a little about what we’re doing here,” said Mrs. Wilde. “So they’re 
playing along until we can help get them out of there. Gray thinks they’re 
on board with him, despite their initial reluctance.” She paused, then 
glanced at the visitors. “That’s all just a wild guess, of course,” she said. 
“Trying to fill in the gaps in the story so I don’t go crazy wondering.” 

“That reminds me,” said Charlie. “We need to watch last night’s footage 
on the dragonfly.” 

“Can we do that in a bit?” asked Mac as he checked to make sure the 
laptop speaker volume was turned up. 

“Sure, if you think you’ve got an opportunity to move the roach,” said 
Mrs. Wilde. 

Mac switched the big-screen camera to the hallway roach, who sat in 
the shadowy corner of a doorway across from the lab. He made it look right 
and left. Seeing the hallway was clear, he practiced the moves he’d worked 
on before to warm up his fingers. “It’s risky with all those big feet stomping 
around by the door,” said Mac. “But I think I can do it. Especially since 
Mega is guarding the lab today—she’s not as quick as Cyke.” 

“T agree you should go for it—the roach cam isn’t doing us much good 
in the hallway.” 

“PIL do my best, Mrs. Dr. Wilde.” Mac glanced at the others, who were 
crowded around him at the controls, and poked his elbows out a little to 
create space as he prepared to get to work. Maria and Charlie took a half 
step back and kept their eyes on Dr. Gray, trying to read his movements. 

Mac guided the roach across the width of the hallway to wait just 
outside the lab door. “I’m going to hug the wall and see if we can get the 


roach to sneak around the doorjamb.” 

“This is kind of like a video game,” said Maria. “You totally got this.” 

“Tt’s actually the highlight of my technological career,” said Mac in all 
earnestness. 

They watched the smaller laboratory screen, waiting for Dr. Gray to 
leave. When he went to the door, Mac called for silence. 

Through the roach they could see and hear the door to the lab open. Mac 
tensed up, then swiftly guided it around the doorjamb, keeping it as flush to 
the wall as he could. Mega sidestepped so Dr. Gray could get by, nearly 
brushing against the roach, but Mac gunned the controls. “Come on,” he 
muttered. The onlookers tensed too. The roach moved more slowly along 
the baseboard of the lab than anyone was hoping for, but Mac got it safely 
past Mega’s big feet and was trying to get it to a shadowy corner before 
anyone saw it. 

But then it caught Prowl’s eye. He watched it, mesmerized, and crept 
toward it. 

“Oh no,” Charlie cried out, pointing to the ladybug cam. “Look out for 
Prowl—he’s like Fat Princess going after it!” 

Mac slammed the roach to a stop, cringed, and waited. “Here’s hoping 
Prowl is enough of a cat that he’ Il get bored and forget about it.” 

“I’m pretty sure he won’t,” said Charlie. “Oh, this is awful!” She and 
the others couldn’t peel their eyes off the screen. Soon Prowl appeared in 
the roach camera, coming straight for it. 

Mac muttered under his breath, then gunned the roach forward once 
more, but the game was on. Prowl batted at it, sending it skittering across 
the floor. 

“Nooo!” cried Maria, Mac, and Charlie in unison. Mrs. Wilde gripped 
the back of Mac’s chair until her knuckles turned white. 

They could hear some commotion in the lab through the roach’s 
microphone. Did Dr. Sharma see what was happening? Charlie tore her eyes 
away from the roach cam to check the ladybug’s view of things. There she 
saw Dr. Sharma standing, watching in horror, unable to do anything to stop 
it. In desperation the biologist called, “Prowl! Can you help me over here?” 

But the soldier ignored her. He ripped off his goggles and mask, crept 
forward, and pounced. Then he batted the roach around a few times and 


flipped it into the air. He opened his mouth, revealing larger than normal 
incisors, and swallowed the bug camera whole. 

Everyone stared, dumbstruck. 

Dr. Sharma looked stricken and turned silently back to her station. 

“My goodness,” whispered Mrs. Wilde. “Did you see that?” 

Charlie and the others all nodded. Mac’s mouth slacked. The roach 
camera went dark, but the sound was still working. It wasn’t long before 
they could hear the gurgling of Prowl’s stomach. 








Mac gave a pained look. “Once it hits the liquid in Prowl’s stomach, the 
electronics are done for.” 

“Tsn’t it already done for?” whispered Maria. 

“Not if I can help it.” Mac jabbed his fingers on the controls, trying to 
get the roach to climb up Prowl’s esophagus. The others watched the 
ladybug cam. “If we can hit his gag reflex, he might puke us up.” 

“Like a hair ball!” said Charlie. 

“You can do it, Mac!” cried Maria. 

Prowl picked up his mask and began to put it back on when his face got 
a funny look on it. He pounded his chest, making it sound like thunder 
through the mike. “Oh no,” Mac said again. “Hang on, roach!” 

But the roach couldn’t hang on. When the sound cut out abruptly, 
everyone knew the roach was dead meat. After several attempts to revive it, 
Mac gave up. He flipped the ladybug cam to the big screen and repositioned 
it to focus on Prowl, who was on his hands and knees on the floor, his back 
arched high. A few minutes later Prowl expelled all the contents of his 
stomach onto the lab floor. Then he coughed once and walked away. 

“That was ... incredibly gross,” said Maria. The others nodded. “Do 
you think the roach came out?” 

“Tt doesn’t matter now,” said Mac, dejected. “It’s too late.” 

Within minutes another unidentified soldier came along, cleaned up the 
mess, and dumped it all into the trash bin. Mac dropped his head into his 
hands for a brief moment, and the others knew enough not to say anything 
to him. 


Just as Charlie’s mom suggested they all take a little break, Charlie’s 
phone chimed. She pulled it out of her pocket and studied it. 

“Everybody,” Charlie said, “I just got a weird text message from Sara. It 
says ‘Kelly???’ and there’s a link to an article.” She moved so that everyone 
could gather around to see it and clicked on the link. 

Her eyes flew open wide, and she read the title aloud. “Brave Twelve- 
Year-Old Rescues Three in Cabo.” 


CHAPTER 27 
Kelly Resurfaces 


“Tes got to be Kelly,” Charlie said. “Do you think she still has the bracelet 
after all? I always kind of suspected . . .” She scrolled to the article, 
revealing the first paragraph, and began reading. 

““Three teenage swimmers can thank a young girl from Arizona for 
their lives after venturing into a riptide yesterday afternoon—’” 

“Eso no es posible!” Maria exclaimed. “Swimmers? It can’t be Kelly.” 

“Shh!” said Mac, hanging over Charlie’s shoulder and reading ahead. 

“<—and nearly drowning,” continued Charlie. “‘““When we realized 
what was happening,” said one, “we called out for help, but it was already 
almost too late. We thought we were shark bait.” But according to 
bystanders on the beach who were heeding the surf warnings, the young girl 
appeared from the direction of the boardwalk and ran into the water toward 
them. She pulled all three to safety on the beach. “It was miraculous,” said 
Marvin Toomey from Bakersfield, California, who was in Cabo San Lucas 
with his family for spring break. “I didn’t even hear anyone calling for help, 
much less see those teens struggling out there.”’” 

Charlie scrolled down, revealing a photo. 

There in the photo was Kelly Parker, grinning from ear to ear. She was 
sandwiched between two boys and a girl who looked to be about fifteen or 
sixteen, and one of the boys was planting a kiss on Kelly’s cheek. 

On Kelly’s wrist was the missing bracelet. 

“Unbelievable,” said Mac under his breath. 

“There it is,” muttered Mrs. Wilde, sounding disgusted. “She totally 
lied.” She started pacing. 

Charlie kept scrolling and read further. 
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“<I didn’t do anything much,” the hero said modestly. She gave her 
name as Kelly Parker from Navarro Junction, Arizona. “I heard them 
calling for help and I don’t know—I didn’t think about it. I went to help 
them. That’s just the kind of person I am, I guess.” Parker, twelve, was also 
in Cabo San Lucas for spring break, staying with her mother, who was not 
with her at the time of the rescue.’” 

Charlie stared at the words. “She told us she hates the ocean.” 

“She’s not even a good swimmer,” murmured Maria. 

“Yeah, but she’s got the device,” said Mac. “She’s got to have some 
ocean creature ability in order to pull off a rescue like that. But what the 
stink is she doing, telling everybody her name? Posing for photos?” He 
seemed truly upset. “She knows what kind of trouble that can lead to.” 

Mrs. Wilde stopped pacing and watched the kids react. 

“After all we did to keep Charlie a secret from the reporters,” fumed 
Maria, “and Kelly knew we did that and why it was important to not say 
anything.” 

Charlie was quiet. She felt . . . betrayed. Then she turned to her mom. 
“What does this mean? For us?” She grew scared, wondering what Dr. Gray 
would do if he heard about this. 

Mrs. Wilde returned to study the article. “We’ll find out soon enough, I 
guess,” she said angrily. “Maybe the story will die down.” She turned to 
look at Charlie, Maria, and Mac. “Which one of you has the best shot at 
convincing Kelly to stay quiet from now on?” 

“Maria,” said Mac and Charlie together. 

“Text her, please,” said Mrs. Wilde. “Tell her if she says another word to 
anybody about this incident, I’m telling her parents everything.” 

“Pm not sure that’ll work,” said Charlie. “She’s not exactly getting 
along with her parents right now so she might not really care.” 

“She seemed upset enough when her dad yelled at her after he had to 
miss his golf game to pick her up.” Mrs. Wilde’s eyes narrowed. “Besides, 
she really makes me mad. Lying about such a powerful, secret device? Not 
okay.” Without another word she went back to the cameras and began 
messing around with them like Mac had shown her. 

Charlie watched her, wide-eyed. Her mom rarely lost her cool. But she 
didn’t blame her. What Kelly had done could expose them all and maybe 
even put the scientists in danger if Gray found out and felt threatened. 
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A few minutes later came Kelly’s reply. ““Tell Charlie’s mom,’” Maria 
read out loud, “‘that if she does anything to me or my bracelet, I’m telling 
the press everything about Charlie. And I mean everything.’” 

Mrs. Wilde sighed heavily, then wrinkled up her nose. “Well, I guess I 
should have seen that coming.” 

“Yep,” said Maria. “She definitely doesn’t scare easily.” 

Charlie’s mom fumed for another moment, then shook her head. “I say 
we leave her alone for now. People will forget about this soon enough. They 
always do. Besides, we have work to do.” She let out another frustrated 
sigh, then took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. The anger cleared from 
her face. “Let’s review the dragonfly footage from last night.” 

They did so and found nothing. The scientists had retired late and Dr. 
Gray didn’t stick around. A soldier remained inside the room at the door the 
whole time. All they caught sight of was a furtive glance at the dragonfly 
cam from Dr. Sharma and Charles, which, while comforting, gave them 
nothing new to go on. 

“Pm getting tired of this,” muttered Mrs. Wilde. She thought for a 
moment, then looked at Mac. “Can you please see if you can figure out how 
to get the dragonfly into the lab? Not through the door but some other way? 
There just seems to be more opportunity to pick up information in there, 
don’t you think? Especially if we can get the camera nice and close to 
Quinn or Charles.” 

Mac agreed. He took over the controls and carefully maneuvered the 
dragonfly cam up through the ductwork of Gray’s office. He hit the 
combination of keys that Ms. Sabbith had shown him, making a small light 
turn on to illuminate the space in front of it. Then he hit another key, and a 
map and compass appeared on the screen, pinpointing the dragonfly’s exact 
location and direction it was facing. But there were no duct paths leading to 
the lab that Mac could find. “They must all be covered over or something,” 
he said to no one in particular after a while. “Or just not connected to the 
ones in Gray’s office.” He brought the dragonfly back through the 
ductwork, then found the roof vent where Ms. Sabbith had made it enter the 
building. Using its light source, and with the quiet nature sounds of evening 
piping in through its microphone, Mac flew the dragonfly low over the 
rooftop above the lab to look for a new way in. 


The others were grim and quiet—it had been a rough day. After a couple 
of hours of making no progress, with the girls hovering nearby offering 
suggestions, Mac sighed and pushed his chair back and rubbed his eyes. “I 
need a break,” he said. He got up and showed Mrs. Wilde how to move the 
dragonfly back and forth over the roof of the lab, and she took over. Mac 
went in search of food. 

Eating dinner from the supplies Mrs. Wilde had brought, Charlie, Maria, 
and Mac sat on the floor and began searching social media on their phones 
for articles about Kelly. Every now and then they blurted out random 
discoveries—the news had rippled through their school friends pretty 
quickly, and through the rest of the world. Despite their hopes that the story 
would die, the article had been shared over two hundred thousand times 
already and showed no signs of quieting. It had been picked up by dozens 
of other news outlets and bloggers. People were sharing it across all 
platforms. Kelly’s story was going viral before their eyes, and there was no 
way to control it. By eight o’clock Kelly was being interviewed live on one 
of the most watched news outlets in America, talking about the amazing 
rescue she’d made. Mac joined the internet feed on his iPad. 

Then the reporter said, “You’re from Navarro Junction, Arizona, where 
there just happened to be another amazing rescue recently by a mysterious 
youth. It was someone who saved two people from the second story of a 
burning house.” 

“That’s correct,” said Kelly. 

“Oh no,” muttered Charlie. Fear seized her. Would Kelly spill the beans 
about her? Maria grabbed Charlie’s and Mac’s arms and gripped them tight. 
What would Kelly say? 

“What do you know about that?” asked the reporter. 

Kelly smiled assuredly at the camera, almost as if she’d been hoping 
this question would come up. Almost as if she’d planned for it to happen. 

“I happen to know a lot about that,” she said. “A whole lot.” Then she 
dipped her head modestly. “That mystery youth . . . was me.” 


CHAPTER 28 
Kelly Goes Wild 


What the heck?” exclaimed Charlie, jumping to her feet. “She did not 
just say that!” 

“Replay it, Mac,” Maria instructed. “But I’m pretty sure we heard the 
same thing.” 

“How dare she!” Charlie gripped her hair, tugging at it in frustration. 
“What a... UGH!” She couldn’t think of a name despicable enough to call 
Kelly. 

Mom parked the dragonfly drone on the roof for the time being and 
came over to watch the clip. Mac queued it up and rolled it again, and Kelly 
repeated the words. “That mystery youth... was me.” 

“Yep,” said Mac. “She really went there.” He shook his head, seemingly 
appalled by her nerve but at the same time almost admiring it. 

“At least that gets the spotlight away from you, Charlie,” said Maria. 
“Maybe this isn’t a bad thing.” 

“B-but she didn’t save those people—I did!” Charlie started pacing. “I 
mean, I don’t need the credit or anything. I don’t care about that. Not much, 
anyway,” she admitted. “But she totally just lied. I can’t believe this.” 

Mrs. Wilde went to Charlie, offering her a hug. “It feels wrong, doesn’t 
it? You having to be silent about your good deed while somebody steals it 
away from you without even looking uncomfortable about it. That was a 
pretty low thing to do. I wonder what made her say it.” She smoothed 
Charlie’s hair. The thoughtful, almost sympathetic look on her face made it 
seem like she knew the answer. 

It made the others think. They remained quiet. Soon Charlie sat back 
down and leaned over Maria’s shoulder again, watching her search for 
more. Maria glanced at her and squeezed her hand. “I guess maybe grown- 


ups are finally paying attention to Kelly, which is all she really wants. I’m 
sorry, Chuck.” 

“Tt’s all right,” said Charlie. After a while she added, “I wonder what 
else Kelly’s device does. She has the Mark Four. Did Dr. Sharma ever 
mention how it works?” 

Mrs. Wilde looked up. “I asked her last week when you were in school. 
She was pretty private about it. I don’t blame her—it was her invention 
after all. Your father was the same way about protecting his projects. I’d 
hoped to get more specifics once things settled down, but I didn’t have a 
chance to talk about it with her beyond that before she got abducted.” 

Maria tapped her lips. “Like Mac said, we know now that Kelly has 
some sort of water creature’s ability, like a fish. I wonder what kind.” 

“Tt would have to be a powerful fish for her to be able to pull all three of 
them out of a riptide at once,” said Mac. 

“Could be an octopus or squid or something,” said Charlie. She 
frowned, still mad at Kelly for what she’d said. 

“What about a manta ray? That would be cool,” said Maria, really 
getting into it. 

Mac started a search on his phone while his iPad kept track of Kelly. 
“There are a lot of possibilities in the ocean.” 

Charlie plopped down on the floor and folded her arms across her chest, 
frowning. “Maybe she has a second ability to be able to poop owl pellets,” 
she grumbled. 

“Well, technically, pellets are vomit,’ Mac said, but Maria shut him 
down with a look. 

“Maybe her third,” continued Charlie, ignoring Mac, “is to act like an 
annoying peacock, strutting around, being beautiful and highly obnoxious 
all at the same time. It certainly suits her.” 

“Pretty sure she already had that ability without the bracelet,” said Mac 
matter-of-factly. “Besides, the colorful ones are males, so...” 

“Mac, stop,” said Maria pointedly. 

“I can’t help it,” Mac replied. “Accuracy is important.” 

“What are we going to do?” Charlie asked her mom. “With her, I 
mean?” 

“Well,” said Mrs. Wilde, “from the sound of that TV interview, she’s not 
in this to squeal. She wants fame. And if she keeps the device, she’ll get it. 


But we have enough to do here. We can’t worry about her.” 

“She sure loves an audience,” said Maria. 

“So I can tell,” said Mrs. Wilde. “And she’s a great performer. I 
believed her when she said she threw the device out, and I’m pretty good at 
telling when somebody’s lying. Anyway, since this story is already viral, 
we'll let her bask in her fame. Meanwhile, behind the scenes, we’ll be here 
trying to stop the bigger evil. Once we have the scientists free, we can deal 
with her. Maybe she’ll do some more good deeds—let’s not forget she 
saved three teenagers from drowning. I’m certainly not mad about that.” 

“That’s true,” said Charlie. But she was still really annoyed with Kelly 
for taking credit for her rescue. “I guess that’s better than her using the 
device for bad things.” 

“Yes,” said Mac firmly. “Knowing her, this whole thing could have 
gone really badly.” He left the words hanging in the air before getting up 
and going back to the dragonfly camera. Charlie had to wonder if there was 
still a chance the situation might go that way. 


They stayed as late as Mac’s parents would allow, but the scientists worked 
later again. Dr. Gray seemed determined to move as quickly as he could 
toward world domination. Eventually Mac and Mrs. Wilde gave up trying 
to find another way in for the dragonfly and parked him back inside Dr. 
Gray’s office vent again. 

As the kids and Mrs. Wilde were getting ready to leave for the night, 
Maria’s phone buzzed. “It’s another text from Kelly,” she said, opening it. 
She read it to herself, then raised her eyebrows. “Good grief,” she muttered. 
“She’s starting to lose it. Maybe all the fame is going to her head.” 

“What does it say?” asked Charlie. 

“It says, ‘By the way, tell Charlie the envelope she stole from the 
warehouse has been really helpful. And maybe she should be more careful 
about slamming her gym locker door shut. The lock doesn’t always catch.’” 


CHAPTER 29 
Venturing Out 


Charlie was getting really tired of Kelly. She was being outright mean, 
rather than just secretly mean like she’d been before. She’d lied about the 
bracelet when she knew it was important for Dr. Sharma to have it back. 
And she’d stolen the top secret documents from Charlie’s locker. And why? 
So she could secretly learn about her bracelet while keeping Charlie and the 
others from learning about theirs? What kind of friend did those kinds of 
things? Charlie wanted to write her off as totally horrible. But there was still 
something about Kelly that made Charlie hesitate. The girl had been 
through a lot lately. Maybe all the turmoil from her parents’ divorce 
combined with her newfound fame was messing her up and making her act 
so awful. Still, Charlie didn’t know how much more she could take when 
Kelly wasn’t acting anything like a friend. 

Before they went home, Mrs. Wilde dialed Ms. Sabbith on 
speakerphone to tell her about Kelly and the media and the text messages. 
The engineer said she’d just seen the TV news clip. 

“This is troubling,” Ms. Sabbith said gravely. “Kelly seems unstable, 
and obviously I’m worried for her. But I’m more concerned about Dr. Gray 
finding out. He’s been so secretive for years—I’m afraid if he sees Kelly 
flaunting her hybrid powers, and worse, if she lets the world know a device 
like this exists, he’ll get even more paranoid. Will he worry that others will 
be able to track him down through her? And if so, does that put our 
scientists in danger? After all, he threatened to hurt them if you called the 
police.” 

Mrs. Wilde glanced at the kids. They all felt uneasy. “What do you 
recommend we do?” she asked. “When can you come back?” 


Ms. Sabbith blew out a consternated breath. “I have everything I need 
from Dr. Sharma’s list except for one crucial component,” she said. “It’s 
being delivered to me at our lab on Saturday—I have to do it over the 
weekend so no one else here intercepts it. As soon as I’ve got it, Pl fly 
right out to you with all the equipment. Has Quinn been able to 
communicate at all with you since the first time?” 

“Not really,” Mrs. Wilde said. “We’re still trying.” 

“If you can somehow give them a sign to wait to make a move until 
Monday that would be great. Maybe you can put something up in the 
window for them to see. Then we’ll cross our fingers that Kelly doesn’t do 
anything else and hope that Gray isn’t paying attention to what she’s 
already done. I know that’s a lot of wishful thinking, though, so you should 
be prepared to make a move without me, just in case the scientists have to 
make a break for it.” 

“Gosh, I hope we’ ll be ready,” Mrs. Wilde said, her voice grim. “But the 
situation seems stable over there, and Jack isn’t moving around very 
quickly yet. Fingers crossed that things go our way.” 


Wednesday was filled with new developments at home base. 

“T have an idea for the window sign,” said Maria when they arrived. 
“Your dad likes phone number puzzles, right?” 

“Yes,” said Charlie. “What’s your idea?” 

“Well, we don’t want Dr. Gray or the soldiers to suspect anything if they 
happen to glance out the window and see it, so we can’t just write, ‘Don’t 
try escaping until next week!’ or anything obvious.” 

“Right.” 

“So, what if we do a cipher in the form of a For Lease sign using a fake 
company name? Then the phone number can be the date?” 

“I’m not sure I get it,” said Charlie. 

“PII show you what I mean.” They found a large piece of cardboard. 
Maria carefully wrote, “Grand Escapes Leasing Co,” on the top in block 
letters, then paused. “Monday is March thirteenth,” she said. “March is the 
third month, so we can make the phone number (313) 555-0313. What do 
you think?” 

Charlie nodded. “That’s perfect. It even looks like a professional 
company phone number, so the soldiers and Dr. Gray wouldn’t think 


anything of it. But if Dr. Sharma sees it in our window, she’ll know it’s got 
to be a message.” 

They showed it to Charlie’s mom for her approval. Then they removed 
part of the window film that Ms. Sabbith had put up and slid the sign 
behind it, propped on the sill. 

While the girls worked on that project, Mac finally found a way to get 
the dragonfly into the lab through the vents. He kept it hidden, balancing on 
the grates above Mr. Wilde’s workstation. Now the group could hear 
conversations, but so far the only talk was about mundane things like the 
weather or what was for lunch or vague references to supplies needed to 
continue the work. None of the soldiers discussed anything secretive, 
probably because the scientists were in earshot, and none of the scientists 
would talk about anything risky at all, most likely because the soldiers were 
hovering around them constantly. 

If only they could figure out how to get Dr. Sharma’s attention and let 
her know the camera was in the lab now. There seemed to be more 
opportunities here for instructions to get whispered in passing or written on 
notes and held up to the camera but only if the scientists knew the dragonfly 
was there. 

Once, around lunchtime when there were only a few soldiers in the lab 
with the scientists and all was quiet, Mac tried making the dragonfly’s 
wings buzz against the metal grate. It sounded ridiculously loud to them, 
but that was because the microphone was right there. But Mr. Wilde didn’t 
look up. Mac thought about having the dragonfly swoop down to get their 
attention but didn’t dare risk being seen by anyone else. They needed this 
camera and couldn’t afford to lose another one. So they waited. Like 
always. But at least while they waited the kids could train. And it was time 
to dig in and take their training to the next level—somewhere Mac’s claws 
could dig in deep without destroying the office building. 


That afternoon Mrs. Wilde drove the kids to the Superstition Mountains 
nearby and parked at one of the trails that didn’t seem to have many hikers. 
They set out to find a private area where they could test out their skills. As 
soon as they saw an area of huge boulders near a sheer rock wall a little 
ways Off the trail, they went toward it. Mrs. Wilde stayed behind to keep a 
lookout in case anyone started toward them. 


“I did some more research on the pangolin,” Mac said to the girls. 
“Their claws are supposed to be able to dig through concrete.” 

“That’s amazing!” said Maria. 

“I can’t wait to see what you can do to this mountain,” said Charlie. 

Mac beamed. He used his inhaler, then tapped his device to release the 
liquid suit. When it hardened, he clicked through his bracelet screen to find 
the claw feature. Once his fingers transformed into claws, he tapped hard 
against the mountainside to see what would happen. They made a small 
divot in the rock. He wound up like a pitcher and slammed his claws into 
the rock. They sank in deep. 

He tugged, but they were stuck fast. “Uh-oh,” he said under his breath. 
He pulled and wriggled until they came free, and he breathed a sigh of 
relief. “Maybe not quite so much force,” he said. He hit the mountainside 
again, and this time the claws sank only a little way. He bent his knees and 
hung by one hand, testing their ability to support him. He held. Then he did 
the same with his other hand and slowly began climbing. He used the claws 
on his feet, too, trying to get used to that strange feeling. 

Maria climbed the boulders, still looking like her normal self. When she 
reached the top, she grinned back at the others, then cringed and ran off the 
edge, changing into a weremonkey in midflight. She landed and looked 
around cautiously, then jumped to a lower boulder. A natural hunk of rock 
jutted out of the rock face above her. She leaped and swung from it. With 
her other hand she clicked her bracelet into Turbo Mode. When her legs, 
arms, and tail were fully extended, she continued swinging, jumping, and 
climbing all over the area. 

It was fun for Charlie to watch her friends figure stuff out for the first 
time, but she knew that she needed more practice too. So after a few 
minutes she kicked off her shoes and followed what Maria had done: 
climbing up the boulder pile and jumping off but toward the rock face 
instead, letting the bracelet kick in on its own. With fingers and toes 
tingling she hit low on the side of the mountain and stuck there, then 
worked on becoming more quick and agile with her climbing. 

They spent the afternoon working on their various skills. Mrs. Wilde 
came to watch their progress for a while. “You’re doing great!” she called 
out to them. “I’m trying not to have a heart attack watching you. Charlie, 
aren’t you a little high off the ground? No?” 


Charlie laughed and crawled down the rock face to the ground. Then 
she went over to her mom. “That was fun,” she said, her face streaked with 
dirt and sweat. The others followed, turning off the enhancements that they 
could. 

Once Maria had changed back to normal, they went back to home base 
to check the cameras. With the roach cam destroyed, the dragonfly keeping 
eyes and ears on the scientists, and the ladybug on the window with a 
different view of the lab, there was no longer a camera in Dr. Gray’s office. 
Mac occasionally brought the elevator spider cam out into the hallway. 
They caught Dr. Gray going into his office and not coming out for several 
hours at a time, and they debated whether to try to put the spider cam on 
him in there. But ultimately they decided it was more important to keep tabs 
on who was coming and going, especially now that new soldiers seemed to 
be showing up. They needed to get a solid count of them in order to know 
what they’d be facing when they went on their rescue mission. 


On Thursday the kids returned to the Superstition Mountains and spent 
much of the day training, then they went to home base for the evening. 

“It’s good we’re learning to use our devices better,” remarked Charlie, 
“but I still don’t know how to throw a punch very well. I always feel 
awkward.” 

“Same,” said Mac. “I bet we can teach ourselves, though.” While they 
were resting up, he pulled up some videos on self-defense and martial arts, 
thinking that if they just learned some key moves it would help. After 
watching several videos, they started practicing techniques. 

On the other side of the room Mrs. Wilde skimmed through the day’s 
footage, finding nothing of note, then held the dragonfly poised on the 
ceiling grate for an opportunity to alert Mr. Wilde to its presence above 
them. 

Meanwhile, Mac activated his device. “Try punching me,” he said to the 
girls. “It won’t hurt.” The girls practiced throwing punches like they’d just 
learned. Once they figured out punching, they moved to doing kicks on 
Mac. 

When they grew tired, Charlie offered the same opportunity to Mac, so 
he could get some basic training in too. 

“What? No! I can’t punch you,” Mac said. 


“Don’t be silly,” said Charlie. “P11 work on blocking your punches. And 
if you accidentally hurt me, the pain won’t last long. I’ll heal right away.” 

“Are you sure?” asked Mac, looking skeptical. “My mom would kill me 
if she heard I punched my friend.” 

“We won’t tell her. Besides, you need to practice too.” 

Finally Charlie convinced Mac to fight her. He worked on his punches 
and kicks, with Charlie trying to block them. Slowly but surely they were 
learning how to use their devices and their fighting skills like experts. 

When Mac unintentionally landed a well-placed punch to Charlie’s jaw, 
knocking her to the floor, Maria gasped. Mrs. Wilde looked up from the 
drone controls, then jumped to her feet, upsetting the laptop, and ran over to 
make sure Charlie was okay. 

The dragonfly teetered on the edge of the ceiling vent grate, then it fell 
through and plopped onto Mr. Wilde’s workstation, directly in front of him. 


CHAPTER 30 
A Gift from Above 


Charles stared at the insect on the lab table in front of him, startled by its 
abrupt landing. It didn’t move. He looked up at the ceiling and noticed the 
grate. His eyes widened as he realized what it must be. Swiftly he cupped 
his hand over it and swept it into his lab coat pocket. His heart raced as he 
tried to be casual about checking around him to see if anybody had noticed. 

He glanced at Quinn, who was bent over her station, doing some precise 
measuring. Jack was occupied too. When his eyes landed on Zed, he saw 
she was watching him, but she looked away quickly. Had she seen it? No 
one came over. No one said anything. 

Charles dropped his gaze and refocused on the device he was working 
on. His heart pounded as he tried to figure out what had just happened. 
Quinn had told him that the dragonfly camera was in Dr. Gray’s office. And 
she’d managed to share with him and Jack the incident with the roach 
camera and what that whole ruckus with Prowl was about. They’d all been 
devastated by that. Victor wasn’t giving them any opportunity to talk 
privately in his office at night. 

Charles knew about the ladybug camera as well, but Dr. Gray seemed to 
get fidgety when the scientists were away from their stations, and for any of 
them to go and stand by the ladybug window for a few moments seemed 
suspicious. Still, Quinn had caught a glimpse of the sign that someone had 
put in the window across the street, and she’d told him and Jack to take a 
look when they had a chance. Throughout the previous day they thought 
they’d figured it out, and managed to whisper about it for a minute at 
breakfast. Grand Escapes—that was clear enough. And 3/13 was this 
coming Monday. 


Now that Charles had the dragonfly camera, he could tell Diana and 
Charlie that they got the message. He hoped the drone hadn’t been broken 
by the fall, because it certainly wasn’t moving or acting alive. 

Once he’d gathered his wits, he signaled to Braun that he needed to use 
the restroom. The soldier grunted and walked with Charles, then stood 
outside the door to wait. 

It was a small bathroom and not soundproof. There was a crack under 
the door, and Charles could hear the restless man shuffling his feet on the 
other side. Still, he had to take a chance. He lifted the dragonfly and looked 
into the camera. “Diana,” he whispered. “I hope you’re there. We’re doing 
okay.” He paused to listen, but all seemed clear. “We saw your sign. Jack’s 
feeling stronger every day, and we’re planning our escape for Monday. 
Let’s try for the evening, once we’re settled into Gray’s office for the night. 
We’ll have to get loose of our ropes, but we’ll only have one guard in the 
immediate area to overcome. And hopefully by then we can convince 
Victor that we’re solidly on his side and he doesn’t need to tie us up 
anymore.” He glanced away, then looked back at the camera. “PI fill you in 
on more whenever I can. I hope you’re all doing okay.” 

Charles knew he didn’t have much longer before the soldier would get 
impatient. Just as he was about to tell Diana he loved her, voices erupted in 
the hallway, and he could hear Dr. Gray sounding angry. Braun pounded on 
the door. “Hurry up!” he said. 

Charles quickly put the dragonfly back into his pocket. He flushed the 
toilet and ran the water, then emerged, seeing a few other soldiers heading 
for the lab. “What’s going on?” 

“Dr. Gray just called a meeting,” said the soldier. “Come on.” 

Fear struck Charles. Had Zed told him about the dragonfly? Braun 
grabbed Charles by the arm and they hurried into the lab, where everyone 
was gathered around the head of the operation. Braun pushed Charles to the 
front of the group and let go of him. Charles stumbled and righted himself 
just a few feet from Victor. His throat tightened. 

Dr. Gray held his hands up for silence and looked around the room. “We 
have a situation, scientists,” he said gravely. 

Charles swallowed hard and stared at Victor, trying not to flinch. Then, 
in the quiet, a slight whirring sound came from his lab coat pocket. The 
dragonfly began to move. 


CHAPTER 31 
Communication Breakthrough 


Tt hadn’t taken long for Mrs. Wilde and the others to realize that the 
dragonfly wasn’t where they’d left it. When they’d heard Mr. Wilde 
whispering to them through the computer speakers, they’d run back to the 
controls, Charlie’s injured jaw forgotten. But by the time they’d gotten 
there, Charles had stopped talking. 

Mrs. Wilde looked at the screen and saw that it was mostly dark and 
fuzzy. “What happened?” she muttered. “What are we looking at?” The four 
of them could hear a muffled voice, but they couldn’t really see anything. 
Mrs. Wilde quickly touched some keys to try to get the dragonfly to pivot. 
The voice in the lab ceased, and all was quiet. Mrs. Wilde turned the 
dragonfly’s face upward and soon the screen grew lighter. They could see 
part of a person. 

Charlie gasped when she realized who it was. “Mom, stop!” She pointed 
to the screen, which was now a partial shot of Mr. Wilde’s shoulder and 
face. “The dragonfly is in Dad’s pocket. Don’t make it move! Somebody 
might notice!” 

Mrs. Wilde froze. “How did it get in there? I was only away from the 
controls for a couple minutes!” 

“We can watch the tape back later to figure that out,” said Mac. “But 
Charlie’s right. It must have fallen from the grate. I hope nobody else saw.” 

“Shh,” said Maria as they heard Dr. Gray’s voice break the silence 
again, clearer now that the microphone wasn’t pressed against the fabric of 
Charles’s lab coat. 

Mrs. Wilde moved over and motioned for Mac to take the controls. 
Expertly he adjusted the ladybug on the window to try to get a better view 


of the gathering, since the dragonfly gave them only a partial, limited view 
of Mr. Wilde’s face and not much else. 

“Everybody’s there,” he whispered. 

Maria counted them all, saw a few unfamiliar faces, and made a note in 
the log book while they listened. 

“There’s a girl in the news who’s doing heroic things,” said Dr. Gray 
angrily, “and she’s wearing one of our devices. It isn’t your daughter this 
time, Charles.” Dr. Gray held up a tablet and played the clip of Kelly’s TV 
interview in Cabo. 

Mr. Wilde glanced into his pocket, his eyes wide, then looked away. 

“Dad must recognize Kelly,” said Charlie quietly. She bit her thumbnail 
anxiously. “He saw her in the musical.” 

When the clip finished, Dr. Gray narrowed his eyes at Charles. 
“Obviously she’s one of your daughter’s friends who stole the prototypes 
from the warehouse. But she’s being quite a bit more of a pest than Charlie 
was. At least your daughter knows not to talk about the bracelets. This one 
can’t shut up.” 

Charlie stared at the screen. 

Mr. Wilde didn’t say anything. 

Gray went on. “If she finds out where we are, she can lead people 
straight to us.” He glared at Charles. “We can’t let that happen.” 

Charles lifted his chin. “It won’t. Nobody knows we’re here.” 

“Don’t play games, Charles. Braun and Mega saw Charlie and your 
wife and one of the other juveniles. Prowl fought them when they were with 
Dr. Sharma. So they know we’re in this area.” 

“They also know better than to tell anyone about it,” said Charles, 
trying to appease him. “Obviously they’ve listened and agreed to your 
request—and they know what the consequences are. So I don’t think you 
need to worry about this twelve-year-old leading anybody to us. Besides, 
according to the news interview, she’s not even anywhere near here. And 
she didn’t mention the bracelet, so I think we can remain calm.” 

Dr. Gray looked shiftily from Charles to Quinn and back to Charles 
again, as if he was trying to decide if he could trust that this wasn’t a big 
deal. “But if this girl keeps up her antics, and people learn about the device 
and want to know where she got it, it wouldn’t take much for her to lead 


them to your family . . . and your family can point them to me, or at least 
give them my name. If that happens, don’t forget it’Il be you who suffers.” 

“I know.” Charles’s face didn’t waver. “And they know. It’s not going to 
be a problem.” 

Dr. Gray seemed to want to believe him. He studied the scientists a 
moment longer. “I do not want to move this operation again,” he muttered. 
Then he barked, “Work faster!” He turned on his heel and went out of the 
lab. A couple of soldiers followed him. The rest dispersed around the room. 

Charlie and the others could hear Mr. Wilde sigh in relief. They traveled 
in his pocket back to his station. 

When it was clear that all was quiet in the lab again, with everyone 
appearing to work as quickly as they could, Mac rewound the footage to the 
part they’d missed. They watched the dragonfly falling and Charles 
whispering into it, confirming they’d seen their sign and they would plan on 
an escape on Monday night. 

Everyone sat back in relief. At least they had that part of the plan 
figured out. And Mr. Wilde had done an amazing job to calm down Dr. 
Gray, so that was good, too. 

Mrs. Wilde looked at the kids. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” She 
checked the time, then said, “It’s late. Tomorrow we’ll talk to Ms. Sabbith 
and start figuring out how we can help them on Monday. But for now... 
I’ve had enough. Let’s call it a night.” 


On Friday Maria’s mother announced that she’d hardly seen Maria all 
week, and she insisted that Maria stay home. She invited Mac and Charlie 
to hang out there with them. Maria was wary in case she changed into a 
weremonkey, but at least she was getting better at changing back to her old 
self quickly now. Knowing that Mrs. Wilde and Ms. Sabbith would be busy 
working out a plan today, and there wouldn’t be any action happening until 
Monday, Charlie and Mac decided to accept. “We can try to figure out what 
Kelly’s animal power is,” said Maria. 

“And there’s always good food,” Mac pointed out. After having hurried 
meals and sandwiches every day for a week, the kids were looking forward 
to whatever Maria’s grandmother had in store for them. 

They hung out together in Maria’s bedroom and researched various fish 
and other water creatures, but they couldn’t come to an agreement on what 


they thought Kelly’s animal might be. Mac insisted it had to be big and 
strong to allow her to rescue three teens at once, so he found a website of 
colossal sea creatures and read about them. Every now and then he’d 
exclaim the name of one, like Portuguese man-of-war, or lion’s mane 
jellyfish, or giant isopod. Maria was more focused on the rescue part of 
Kelly’s animal and looked up what the smartest sea creatures were. She 
came up with octopus, sea lion, dolphin, otter, and penguin. 

Charlie let them argue while she checked to see if Kelly had done 
anything new. Last night Dr. Gray had said in no uncertain terms that if 
Kelly did something that would lead people to discover what he was doing, 
it would be Charlie’s dad who would suffer. She was worried about him. 
And worried about what Kelly was going to do next. Because Charlie didn’t 
believe for a moment that Kelly was done showing off. 

“Nothing new from Kelly,” Charlie announced after she’d checked her 
usual online channels. “That’s a relief.” 

“Probably because she’s flying home this morning,” said Maria. 

“Oh.” Charlie had forgotten that. There wasn’t much Kelly could do up 
in the air—or at least Charlie hoped not. 

“She’ll probably find a way to kick out the pilots and land the plane or 
something,” grumbled Mac, swiping through another website filled with 
possibilities. “Oh! Blue whale! Whaddaya think?” 

The girls shrugged. Having so many options was making it even harder 
to figure out. 


That afternoon the three emerged from Maria’s bedroom and discovered her 
abuela Yolanda already working on the evening’s feast. With the Torres 
dogs underfoot, the kids crowded into the kitchen and helped Yolanda peel, 
slice, pound, and fry the plantains that would be used with garlic and pork 
rinds to make mofongo. They watched as she prepared her famous caramel 
flan for dessert, and they cut up a mountain of peppers and onions to go 
with the churrasco. 

That evening the table was packed with the whole Torres family plus 
Mac and Charlie. Maria’s three stepbrothers were back from their trip to the 
Grand Canyon and full of stories about all the wildlife they’d seen— 
especially the huge elk that had wandered across the road right in front of 
their car. 


The conversation turned to Kelly and how her face was plastered all 
over their mom’s social media. “How did she do those rescues?” the 
youngest stepbrother asked Maria. 

“T don’t have a clue about how she managed the house fire one,” Charlie 
said, trying not to sound snide or sarcastic. Mac squelched a grin and kicked 
her under the table. 

“She must be a great swimmer to have saved those people in Cabo,” 
Maria said lightly. 

“She’s so cool,” said the middle brother. 

The oldest agreed. “Everybody is talking about her and I’m like, ‘I 
know her.’” He laughed and his face flushed. 

Mac smiled politely and said with false enthusiasm, “Yes, she sure is 
great.” 

They moved on to talk about Puerto Rico and Maria’s extended family 
who lived there, and then discussed how much they’d miss Yolanda when 
she went back home again. 

It felt just about perfect being there, laughing and having fun. Charlie 
almost forgot about how much she missed her dad. 

As they were finishing up the meal, Maria’s mother pushed her chair 
back and reached into her pocket. “Sorry everyone,” she said apologetically. 
“Somebody keeps calling me, so Pd better take it.” She pulled out her 
phone, looked at it, and frowned. “Hmm. It’s Kelly’s mother.” She got up 
and walked to a quieter part of the house to answer. 

Maria and Charlie looked at each other. Had they both gotten that 
prickly feeling at the backs of their necks? Mac looked over, too, uneasiness 
apparent in his eyes. 

They didn’t have to wait long. After a few minutes, Maytée came back 
into the dining room, a stricken look on her face. “Have any of you seen 
Kelly since she and her mom got home from Mexico this morning?” 

Charlie, Maria, and Mac all shook their heads solemnly as their hearts 
raced—something bad must have happened. “Why, Mama?” asked Maria. 
“Is something wrong?” Her eyes went wide and she reached under the table 
and grabbed Charlie’s hand, both of them feeling the effects of their 
abilities beginning to kick in. Maria’s hand began to sweat in Charlie’s, and 
Charlie could tell she was worried about changing. But they had to find out 
what was going on. 


“Kelly didn’t show up for dinner,” said Maytée, “and her mom found a 
note in her bedroom. It looks like she ran away from home.” 

“What?” exclaimed Mac. 

Charlie echoed his shock. “Why?” 

Maria didn’t say anything. She started breathing deeply to stop herself 
from changing. 

“Do you need help?” Charlie whispered in her ear. 

Maria shook her head, but a second later she was tipping her chair over 
and running for the bathroom. “I’m fine, everyone!” she called out behind 
her as her mother started following her. “Just need the bathroom!” 

Maytée returned to the table, still in shock from the phone call, and the 
boys started talking over one another, wondering why Kelly would do 
something like that. 

Mac and Charlie looked at each other, eyes wide. What was Kelly trying 
to prove by running away from home? Was it really that bad for her there 
with her parents? Or did this have something to do with her newfound 
powers? 

Maybe it was both. 


That evening Charlie alternated between reading and googling Kelly as she 
waited for her mom to come home. 

“Hey, kiddo,” Mrs. Wilde said, poking her head into her room. “Did you 
have a good day?” 

Charlie nodded. She’d called her mom on her way home from Maria’s 
to tell her about Kelly going missing. “How about your day? Anything 
new? Yolanda sent a plate of food home for you. I put it in the fridge.” 

“Oh, that’s so kind of her.” Mrs. Wilde’s smile was tired. “Your dad 
managed to talk in private through the dragonfly cam a couple times today 
and told us some stuff that’! help. He also said he loves and misses you.” 

“Aw, Dad,” said Charlie. Tears sprang to her eyes. 

“Then Ms. Sabbith and I FaceTimed for a couple hours. We’ve been 
working on a rescue plan for Monday evening. She and I will talk you kids 
through everything tomorrow night, once she gets back. Can Mac and 
Maria spend the day with us?” 

Charlie nodded. “I’m sure they’ ll skip their movie to come with us. We 
just have that soccer scrimmage at three.” 


“Got it. Also, Juan’s mom texted me, saying that they’ll be coming 
home first thing tomorrow, so we can pick Andy up around ten. We can get 
Maria and Mac then too.” 

“Okay, Pll tell them.” 

Mrs. Wilde kissed Charlie on the forehead and went to bed. 


Before Charlie turned off her light for the night, she pulled her laptop onto 
the bed and googled Kelly’s name one last time. There were lots of entries 
that Charlie had already clicked on. But the top one was new. It was the 
most recent, posted just minutes before. It read, “Wonderkid Kelly Parker 
Visits LIVE, TONIGHT to Reveal Her Secrets to Saving the World!” 

“Oh no!” Charlie whispered, scrambling to sit up. “Kelly, what are you 
doing?” Charlie knew that LIVE, TONIGHT was a Friday night internet 
show with a live studio audience and millions of viewers. The host liked to 
have guests who would do shocking, provocative stunts. Some speculated 
that the show was rigged, but fans didn’t care. Charlie’s mom and dad 
generally didn’t allow her to watch it because it was too adult, but she’d 
seen clips of it before. She clicked on the link. While she waited for the 
feed to start, she group-texted Mac and Maria. 

“Are you watching LIVE, TONIGHT? That’s where Kelly is.” 

Mac replied immediately. “Going there now.” 

Maria didn’t respond. It was almost eleven—Charlie thought she might 
be asleep already. She called Mac. “Are you on?” 

“Doing some quick research before it starts,” he said. “They film in Los 
Angeles. Do you think I should I call Kelly’s mom?” 

“Do you have her number?” 

“T can find it.” 

“Yeah, maybe you’d better. I’ll text that info to Maria. I think she’s 
asleep.” 

“Will do,” said Mac. “I?ll call you back.” 

“Okay.” 

They hung up. Charlie sent Maria a text message letting her know what 
was up and giving her a link so she could find the show in the morning. 
Then she settled in to watch. 


CHAPTER 32 
The Showstopper 


A band onstage began playing, and the audience cheered. The host, a 
young college-age genius named Silas Beck, with an angular fringe haircut, 
skinny jeans, and diamond-studded high-tops, emerged from behind a 
curtain. He jumped around on the stage in time with the music, making the 
audience rise to their feet and scream. 

He opened the show with some commentary and showed a few clips of 
shocking things that viewers had caught on camera and sent in. Some of the 
videos had clearly been doctored to look even more outrageous, but the 
crowd didn’t care. 

Charlie watched. She didn’t understand why people were so crazy about 
this guy, but whatever. Then Silas introduced his guest. 

“Tonight we have an amazing young talent for you. You may have heard 
of Kelly Parker in the past few days after she saved three people from 
drowning off the coast of Mexico.” 

The crowd whooped. 

“Since then we’ve learned that wasn’t her first feat of bravery. She 
revealed that she also saved two people from a burning house in Arizona.” 
The grainy photo of Charlie went up on the screen. 

“My hair is brown,” muttered Charlie. “That doesn’t look remotely like 
her.” At least not to Charlie it didn’t. But Silas’s audience seemed to accept 
it. 

“The most exciting thing,’ he continued, “is that Kelly told our 
producers that she has special animal powers that no one else has, which 
enabled her to perform those shocking rescues. And tonight, exclusively,” 
he said, pausing dramatically, “she’s here to reveal what they are. Let’s 
bring her out!” 


Charlie’s heart sank and she dropped her head into her hands. “No, no, 
no, Kelly,” she muttered. “You told them you have animal powers? Shut up. 
Shut up!” 

She lifted her head and watched two stagehands escort Kelly to stand 
with the host. Silas raised a skeptical eyebrow at Kelly, then shook her 
hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” said Silas. “Congratulations on your instant 
fame.” 

“Thank you,” said Kelly. She was casually dressed in a red tank-style 
shirt and white shorts, but she looked nervous and her voice sounded a bit 
more strained than usual. She flipped her hair behind her shoulder and stood 
straight, slightly angled toward the camera. The Mark Four device rested 
comfortably on her wrist. 

“Don’t mention the device,” whispered Charlie. She couldn’t stop 
staring at it. It seemed bigger than life. Were normal people noticing it too? 

“So, ‘animal powers’?” said Silas quizzically, doing air quotes with his 
fingers. 

“That’s right. You know, like abilities animals have that humans .. . 
don’t have.” 

“Tell us more,” said Silas. “Where did you get them?” He had a slight 
smirk on his face, and he glanced directly at the camera after he said it, as if 
he had a secret with the audience. He seemed slimy. 

“Don’t answer that!” Charlie said to the screen. 

“I—I don’t want to talk about that,” said Kelly. “I just have them. I can 
do things that other people can’t do.” 

Charlie let out a breath. But she knew this was far from over. 

“Which animals do these abilities come from?” asked Silas. “You can at 
least tell us that, can’t you?” 

“Um,” said Kelly, squirming a little, “a lizard. The—the climbing one.” 

Charlie glared at the screen. 

“And what about saving the swimmers? That was definitely not a lizard 
power.” 

The audience laughed. 

“That was from a dolphin,” said Kelly. 

“Dolphin,” Charlie muttered. Maria had been on the right track. 

“So, these powers,” Silas said sarcastically, “do they just come naturally 
to you? Were you born like this—able to climb the side of a house? Able to 


pull three people out of a riptide? Like, did Baby Kelly pull drowning 
kittens out of a river one day and it all exploded from there?” 

The audience laughed harder. 

Kelly looked repulsed by Silas and shocked by the audience’s reaction. 
Charlie almost felt sorry for her in that moment, because the host was being 
kind of a jerk. The audience loved it. They were jerks, too. No wonder 
Charlie’s parents didn’t like her to watch this horrible show. 

Silas kept badgering her. “C’mon, Kelly. How did you do that? Can you 
climb that wall for us right now?” 

“No, she can’t,” Charlie informed the screen, feeling a little bit of anger 
rise again, “because she’s a lying liarhead.” 

“Look,” Kelly said through gritted teeth, “I’m here to reveal another 
power.” 

“Well! Aren’t you sassy, trying to run my show?” Silas panned the 
audience, prompting them to react in laughter again. “Let’s get right to it, 
then.” 

Kelly, seeming rattled, nodded once. “Great,” she said. She let out a 
breath, clearly trying to regain her composure. 

Charlie’s phone rang. She dived for it. It was Mac. She answered and 
could hear the show running in the background at his house. “This is a train 
wreck,” said Charlie, and moaned. “If she mentions the device, my dad’s in 
big trouble!” 

“Maybe Dr. Gray won’t see this,” said Mac weakly, but they both knew 
Gray must be watching Kelly as closely as they were now. 

“Maybe,” said Charlie. But she knew her dad’s fate rested in Kelly’s 
hands. 

Silas’s assistants wheeled out a large speckle-painted board and set it up 
center stage. The board had a white background with lots of brown, orange, 
and yellow globs of paint on it. It looked to Charlie like something Andy 
could do blindfolded in about three minutes. 

Silas led Kelly over to it and stepped to one side. “Okay, let’s see your 
new heroic ability! How is Kelly Parker going to save the world next? 
Audience, let’s give her some encouragement.” 

The crowd began clapping methodically and chanting, “Kel-ly! Kel-ly! 
Kel-ly!” 


Kelly appeared to relax a little now that she had the audience on her 
side again, and she placed herself in front of the board. She faced the people 
and smiled her fake star smile. Then she took a quick glance at her bracelet 
and clasped her hands behind her back. 

“Look,” said Mac over the phone. “Pl bet she’s programming the 
bracelet to do something.” 

“As long as she doesn’t mention it,” muttered Charlie. “But after this 
show won’t people start demanding to know how she’s doing it? How long 
can Kelly keep the bracelet a secret?” 

“Hopefully until after Monday night at least,” said Mac. He sounded 
worried, too. 

They watched as the audience chanted faster and clapped louder. Finally 
Kelly took a deep breath and held it. She closed her eyes. Over the course 
of less than a minute, her skin began to change colors to match the 
camouflage pattern on the wall behind her. 

“Whoa!” cried Mac. “What kind of animal does that?” 

“T don’t know,” said Charlie. “Chameleon, maybe?” 

“Nah, not like that.” 

“Shh. Listen. They like it.” 

The crowd’s chanting and clapping rolled into applause and cheers. But 
after the way Silas had set up the new power as something that will save 
other people, like the first two abilities had, a few hecklers in the front row 
of the audience seemed to be expecting something more. 

“Hey, Kelly! How does that save anybody?” shouted one of them. 

“That doesn’t seem very heroic,” said another. 

“It’s just an illusion—a light trick!” cried someone else. “Show us the 
lizard!” 

A few others said it too. Then one started chanting, “Climb the wall! 
Climb the wall!” 

Kelly’s eyes flew open. She looked scared. 

Charlie gasped. “Oh no,” she whispered. 

The rest of the audience shouted down the hecklers, but that only made 
them more boisterous. 








“What the heck is wrong with them?” asked Mac. 

“T don’t know,” muttered Charlie. They seemed out of control. 

The hecklers started bumping into people around them, and the people 
shoved back. Things began to escalate. 

Kelly looked at Silas, who was trying not to appear concerned for the 
sake of the internet audience, but Charlie could tell he wasn’t liking where 
things were going. A security guard approached the hecklers, but they 
began pushing through the crowd to get away from him. Silas walked over 
to Kelly. “Look,” he said in her ear, “it might calm them down if you climb 
the wall. Can you do it or not?” Her mike picked up everything. 

Kelly expelled a shocked breath and she blustered, “What I just did was 
pretty incredible.” 

“Tt was incredible, obviously, but they think it’s a trick.” 

Kelly stepped away from the wall and her face turned from spotted to 
beet red, matching her shirt. “I’m not, um . . . equipped for the climbing 
ability right now,” said Kelly, forgetting to keep her voice down. 

“Or ever,” muttered Charlie, who kept alternating between sympathy for 
and anger at the girl. 

Kelly blustered some more, trying to turn the blame on Silas. “These 
things take concentration! Maybe if you could have given me more time to 
prepare, but no, you just had to send your people out to Arizona to get me 
today before the other networks could have me on... so it’s not my fault.” 

The hecklers were being caged in by the audience. Others trying to get 
out of the way pushed onto the stage. 

“Well, we’ll certainly get the views once word gets out about this 
audience,” he said. 

Charlie and Mac stared in shocked silence as one of the hecklers broke 
loose and stumbled onto the stage. “You’re a fraud!” he shouted to Kelly 
before a guard tackled him. “This whole show is rigged.” 

“T am not a fraud!” Kelly shrank back as more security guards came in 
from outside to stop the brawl. A look of horror grew on her face. “Make 
this stop,” she whispered softer to Silas. 

People in the audience started shouting at the hecklers, “Leave her 
alone! She’s just a kid!” 

“All right, everyone!” Silas finally yelled into his microphone. He 
raised a hand in the air, trying to gain control and salvage the show. “Thank 


you, Kelly! Let’s give the kid a hand.” When that didn’t get the audience’s 
attention, Silas took Kelly by the arm. “Come on,” he said with a forced 
smile, searching for his stagehands. “Let’s help her find the way out.” He 
started pulling her by the wrist, his hand on her device. The camera zoomed 
in. 

“Don’t touch that! Let go of me!” cried Kelly, wrenching away. “I can 
walk by myself.” 

Charlie gasped. It seemed so obvious to her that the bracelet was the 
reason for everything, but she knew that was just because she knew about it. 
And with her dad’s life depending on it staying a secret, she knew she was 
overly focused on it. But still . . . “This is a disaster,” she whispered. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Mac insisted. “Look, she’s almost offstage. It’s 
practically over. Nobody is going to make the connection to the bracelet, 
Charlie—trust me.” 

“Okay,” Charlie said weakly. 

Just then two stagehands ran up and grabbed on to Kelly’s arms to speed 
up her exit. The three started pushing her backstage. 

“T told you to get away from me!” she yelled, kicking out when they 
lifted her off her feet. “Keep your hands off my bracelet!” She pulled her 
arm away and quickly punched the device’s screen. 

“Nooo!” cried Charlie, falling back into her pillows and clutching her 
head in despair. 

But Kelly wasn’t done. With no warning two spikes appeared on her 
heels. She slammed one into Silas’s thigh as hard as she could and pulled it 
out. He screamed and let go of her, falling to the floor. Kelly stared. The 
stagehands left her and rushed to help him. Silas stopped moving, but he 
didn’t stop screaming. 

“Shut it down! Shut it down!” cried the producer to the camera 
operators. 

Kelly stepped backward, watching Silas in horror, then looked at the 
bloody spike on her heel. Before anybody could come after her, she turned 
and ran backstage to the exit, and disappeared out into the world. 


CHAPTER 33 
On the Run 


Charlie was aghast. “She said ‘bracelet.’ And she pressed on it to activate 
those spikes—whatever they were. There’s no way people won’t notice that. 
And what the heck did she do to Silas? This is horrible!” She couldn’t 
believe it. Was Dr. Gray watching? Maybe Mac was right and he wouldn’t 
see it, at least not right away. But the news would get out. “Pl be right 
back,” she said to Mac. “Don’t hang up.” 

Charlie grabbed the laptop and ran to wake her mother. Quickly she told 
her what had happened and handed the computer to her so she could replay 
the show. Then Charlie went back to her room to grab her phone. “I’m 
back,” she said. 

Mac was still there, clicking on his iPad on the other end. “Poison, PI 
bet,” he muttered. “Not from her mouth, though, like snake fangs. Her 
heels? What animal has poisonous heels?” He typed some more and then 
said, “Ahh.” 

“What is it?” asked Charlie. 

“Platypus,” said Mac, almost in disbelief. “So dolphin, platypus, and 
whatever that camouflage thing was. Wow.” 

“Is the camera still rolling?” asked Charlie. “I can’t believe this just 
happened.” 

“There are now twenty-seven million viewers and counting,” reported 
Mac. He was quiet a moment, then said, “Insane.” 

“Seriously.” 

“I mean about the platypus. I had no idea they had poisonous spurs on 
the backs of their feet. And it’s only the males that have them.” He 
snickered. 


Charlie sighed. “Mac, focus. Kelly could have killed that guy.” The 
thought made her stomach hurt. Charlie went back to her mom’s room. She 
hovered near the door so her conversation with Mac wouldn’t interfere with 
her mom’s ability to hear the show. 

“He’s still screaming,” said Mac. “That’s a good sign that he’s not 
dead.” He typed some more, then said, “No reported human deaths from 
platypus venom, but get this—not even morphine can take the excruciating 
pain away. It lasts for weeks, and can paralyze small animals. Wow.” 

“Where do you think she went?” 

“T don’t know, but people aren’t going to like her after this. Silas Beck 
has some pretty crazy obsessed fans.” 

“T hope she’s okay.” Charlie bit her lip. She’d done her share of injuring 
soldiers, but that was very different from what had just happened to an 
internet star on live broadcast in front of millions of people. 

“Yeah,” said Mac solemnly, and the clicking stopped. “I do too. Did 
Maria ever reply?” 


“No.” 
“PI check in with her in the morning,” said Mac. 
“Cool. Let me know if Kelly tries contacting her or anything. . . . I don’t 


think me texting her directly will do any good, do you?” 

“Not after what she said about you last time.” 

“Did Kelly’s mom pick up when you called?” 

“Yeah. She was shocked that Kelly was on the show but grateful for the 
tip. They’re going to try to track her down.” 

“Good.” Charlie glanced at her mom, who was glued to the screen with 
a look of consternation on her face. “I can’t stand this,” Charlie said. “It’s 
giving me a stomachache. I’m ready for this to be over.” 

“Me too. I’ll see you tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, around ten. My mom’s going to fill us in on the plan once Ms. 
Sabbith gets back.” She paused and cringed, overhearing the hecklers 
coming from her laptop. “She’s watching now. Pll let you know if anything 
changes.” 

“Okay.” 

They hung up. Charlie watched her mom from the doorway for a 
moment, then decided she didn’t want to hear again how it all ended and 
went to her room to wait. She climbed into bed and glanced at her device. 


She hadn’t noticed that it had grown warm during the horrifying events on 
the show, and now she saw that, ironically, the gecko was animated. Too 
bad Kelly couldn’t have used Charlie’s ability remotely. Maybe then the 
whole  device-revealing, platypus-stabbing incident wouldn’t have 
happened. 

Despite the excitement it was now after midnight and Charlie’s eyelids 
were heavy. She shrank down and rolled to her side, promising herself 
she’d just take a nap for a couple of minutes until her mom came in. 

The next thing she knew, it was morning. 


CHAPTER 34 
The Chase Is On 


Three soldiers charged into Victor Gray’s office early Saturday morning, 
waking the scientists with a start. They began untying them. 

“What’s going on?” asked Charles. 

“Another meeting,” said Braun with a snort. He helped the others finish 
untying Jack and Quinn. 

“Has something happened?” Charles asked. 

“Something with the girl,” said Cyke. “I’m not sure what.” 

Worried, Charles grabbed his lab coat, taking a quick peek to make sure 
the dragonfly was still in place, and put it on. The soldiers escorted the 
scientists out of Dr. Gray’s office and to the lab, where everyone else was 
already gathered around. 

As soon as there was silence, Victor tapped on a keyboard and pointed 
to amonitor. A show began playing. 

Ten minutes later Dr. Gray stopped the video, abruptly interrupting Silas 
Beck’s screams. He went back a minute or two and replayed the moment 
where Kelly Parker clicked on her device and spikes emerged from her 
heels. Then he stopped it again. 

Charles and Quinn exchanged a look of horror. Victor stared at them 
and Jack. No one spoke for a long moment. Then Charles sighed. “Victor,” 
he said softly. “I know you’re thinking people will notice that she’s using a 
device to activate her powers. I understand your concern. You think she’ll 
tell people how she obtained the bracelet. After all, she’s not trying to hide 
it. But even if she says something, that doesn’t change the fact that Kelly 
still doesn’t know where we are. She can’t lead anyone to us.” He glanced 
at the soldiers, then added, “And I know how badly you want us to finish 


our work and how you don’t want to waste any more time by having to 
move somewhere else.” 

Victor rolled his fingers on the table and looked at Charles. “You know 
me well. But there’s an easy solution to this problem.” 

“Is there?” Charles glanced at his fellow scientists, a feeling of dread 
building inside him. What was Victor plotting now? 

“Yes,” he said. He turned to his soldiers. “Braun, Cyke, and Mega, I 
want you three to go find Kelly Parker and bring her to me.” He rubbed his 
hands together almost gleefully. “Then she won’t be able to tell anyone 
anything.” His eyes narrowed and his expression softened. “Only take her 
by force if necessary. First I want you to try to convince her to join us 
willingly. What she did with those poison spurs was . . . well, remarkable. 
Wasn’t it?” He looked at Charles. 

Charles’s stomach churned. He didn’t know what to say. Not long ago 
Victor had told Charles that he would never stoop to experiment on 
children. Now he was talking about abducting one like it was an ordinary 
thing. The man was growing more irrational by the day. Charles had to play 
along, as much as he despised doing so—he had to keep Dr. Gray thinking 
that he was trustworthy so escaping would be easier. “Yes,” he said faintly. 
“Remarkable.” 

“She’ll make a great soldier. An excellent addition to our team.” Victor 
smiled wanly and peered at the others. “Come on,” he barked, and clapped 
his hands sharply. “What are you waiting for? Find her! And don’t come 
back without her. The rest of you hurry down to finish breakfast and get 
ready for a full day’s work!” 

The three largest soldiers set off to track down Kelly, while the others 
scattered after Dr. Gray, down the stairs to the floor below. The scientists 
suddenly found themselves without their usual escorts, alone in the lab 
except for Zed, who stayed back to guard the door. 

Quinn gripped Charles’s arm and motioned for the men to follow her to 
their workstations. “Change of plans,” she said under her breath. “We have 
to make our move. Today, while the big monsters are gone. It’s our best 
chance. Can you let Diana and the kids know?” 

“They can probably hear us now if they’re watching,” said Charles in a 
low voice. “Do you think they’d be there yet?” 

“Tt’s early. Probably not yet. Should we try for this evening?” 


Jack shook his head slightly. “I’m afraid the goons might be back with 
Kelly by then. We need to go as soon as possible. Like when the first group 
is eating lunch at noon.” 

Quinn stopped at her station and glanced at Zed, who was glaring at 
them. Quinn nodded slightly to the other scientists and didn’t say anything 
else. 

Jack went to his station and Charles to his, and they focused on their 
work. Soon the soldiers began trickling into the lab. Whenever there was a 
distraction at the door, the scientists confirmed their plans. 

Once they’d figured out what they were going to do, Charles saw Miko 
talking quietly to Dr. Gray and preparing to go somewhere. Dr. Gray 
shrugged and nodded and waved her off, then headed out toward his office. 
Before Miko could leave for her mysterious destination, Charles flagged her 
down, telling her he needed a restroom break. She took him and bounced 
around impatiently outside the door while Charles secretly confirmed the 
change of plans through the dragonfly camera. 

When he was finished, Miko brought him back to the lab. Once he went 
inside, she took off running down the hallway and leaping over the banister 
of the stairwell, quickly climbing down. She went outside, crossed the 
street, and climbed on top of that building. And then she waited, smiling to 
herself. 

She hadn’t noticed the cardinal. 


CHAPTER 35 
Coming Together 


When Charlie came downstairs in her pajamas, Mrs. Wilde looked up 
from her coffee and the newspaper. “Good morning,” she said. Her face was 
drawn and her eyes weary, but she smiled. 

“T fell asleep before you finished,” Charlie said, feeling anxious. “Did 
you watch all of it?” 

“Yes. That was pretty horrifying. Are you okay?” 

Charlie nodded. “I think so. Did you notice that Kelly mentioned the 
bracelet and then you could see her use it to activate the spikes in her heels? 
I’m worried about Dad. Do you think Dr. Gray watched it? What’s he going 
to do to him?” 

Mrs. Wilde held her hand up to stop the barrage of questions. “First, do 
you really think Dr. Gray watches LIVE, TONIGHT?” she assured her. 
“Chances are he won’t hear about it until today. And second, like your dad 
said to Dr. Gray the other day, this still doesn’t mean Kelly can lead anyone 
to him. She doesn’t even know his name, does she?” 

“Well, no,” Charlie admitted. “I don’t think so.” 

“And we’re not going to tell Kelly where they are, are we?” 

“No,” Charlie said again. She felt a little bit better. 

“Pve already talked with Ms. Sabbith this morning. She agrees we 
should stick to the plan. She said Dad is good at talking to Dr. Gray. He’ll 
calm him down if anything happens. Remember, Dr. Gray needs your dad— 
he’s not going to hurt him as long as he still needs him.” 

Charlie sighed, relieved. “Okay.” She got some breakfast and sat down 
at the table. “What about that show host guy, Silas—he didn’t, like, die or 
anything, did he?” 


“No, he’s stable in the hospital. Sounds like there’s nothing they can do 
for him but have him ride it out.” 

“What are the LIVE, TONIGHT people going to do to Kelly?” 

“T don’t know. But it’s pretty clear to me from the footage that they 
were handling her roughly before the encounter, which made me really 
angry. She was acting in self-defense. Besides, she’s disappeared. They’ll 
have to find her first.” Mrs. Wilde leaned over and smoothed Charlie’s hair 
out of her face. “Do you have any idea what sort of animal the spikes came 
from?” 

“Mac thinks it’s a platypus.” 

“Those cute little things? It’s hard to believe such a friendly-looking 
creature could do that much harm.” 

“You just never know with animals,” Charlie said. 

“That’s for sure.” Mrs. Wilde stood up. “I’m going to get ready. 
Alejandra texted that they’re on the way home.” 

“PII get ready in a minute.” She gave her mom an impromptu hug. 

Mrs. Wilde smiled and held Charlie tightly. “Thanks, kiddo,” she said. 
“T needed that.” 

“Me too,” said Charlie. 

As she got ready, Charlie thought about the interesting week—not only 
the drama but also her relationship with her mother. Charlie felt closer to 
her than she’d felt in a long time. The resentment she’d had over how much 
her mother was working had dissipated. All this craziness had forced them 
to be together so much . . . and they’d found they actually really liked it. 
But would it last? Once Andy was home and her dad was safe and her mom 
went back to her crazy hospital schedule, things would go back to normal. It 
would almost feel bittersweet if Charlie didn’t want her dad back so badly. 


Andy, wearing an extreme tan and smelling like a campfire among other 
things, couldn’t stop talking on the way to Maria’s. He told them all about 
his trip, even the parts he’d mentioned before, and about his favorite 
adventures they’d done. “There’s way cooler stuff in Arizona than in 
Chicago,” he declared. 

Charlie tried to listen to everything he said, but her mind kept going 
back to the now familiar worry about Dr. Gray. She really just wanted to 


hurry and pick up Mac and Maria and get to home base so they could see if 
anything had happened. 

Mrs. Wilde filled in Andy on what was going on with their dad. Then 
she asked casually, “Did you hear what happened with Kelly?” 

“No,” said Andy. “What?” 

“She sort of became famous overnight.” 

“For what?” 

“She used her device’s powers to save some teenagers from drowning, 
and she got interviewed, and that went viral, and then she went on some late 
show and now the world knows about her.” Mrs. Wilde left out the violent 
parts. 

“Why did she do a dumb thing like that? We’re not supposed to talk 
about the bracelets!” 

Charlie smiled and reached behind her to pat her brother on the leg. 
“Exactly.” 

“Besides, I thought she threw the bracelet out,” said Andy. “Why did 
she lie?” 

“We’re not sure,” said their mom carefully, and glanced at Charlie. “But 
maybe she’ll come back and explain. She’s sort of . . . on the run, I guess 
you could say.” 

“Oh.” Andy grew silent. “I hope she makes it back okay.” 

“Yeah,” said Charlie. 

They stopped to pick up Mac and Maria, then ran into the grocery store 
to get some food supplies for the day. It was almost eleven by the time they 
got to home base. 

When they got out of the car, they proceeded with an abundance of 
caution as usual, looking right and left as they made their way into the 
building, knowing that home base was still the safest place they could hide 
in case things went crazy. They saw no one. 

Unfortunately, they forgot to look up. 


CHAPTER 36 
No Time to Lose 


Tnside home base, as Mrs. Wilde and the four kids were entering the 
surveillance room, Mac went to the screens and muttered under his breath. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Mrs. Wilde. The rest of them set down their 
supplies and hurried over to the monitors. 

“There’s Miko on the cardinal cam, climbing down the side of our 
building. Did anyone see her?” 

“No,” said Charlie. “We were extra careful.” 

“She saw us, though, I’ Il bet.” 

“Oh no,” murmured Maria. “What are we going to do?” Then she 
glanced at her backside as her tail pushed out. She sighed. “Here we go 
again.” 

“This is not good.” Mrs. Wilde’s expression flickered with deep concern 
and doubt. “I wasn’t planning on them being able to find us. Now Miko’s 
going to alert everybody over there. This changes everything.” She went to 
the window and looked up at the building across the street, but of course 
she wasn’t able to see anything. “Kids, we might have to relocate. I’ll call 
Erica. If her component arrived as planned, she should already be on her 
way to the airport. While I do that, why don’t you check the footage from 
last night and this morning?” 

“Already on it,” said Mac. He rolled through the footage in reverse. 

Charlie stood over his shoulder, straining to see if anything unusual had 
happened in the early hours of the day. “Wait—stop. They’re all gathered in 
the lab.” She swallowed hard. “Gray knows about Kelly. He must know!” 

Mac stopped rewinding and they watched, while Mrs. Wilde stayed by 
the windows to talk to Ms. Sabbith. 

“Mom!” Charlie called out. “He saw the show.” 


They continued watching through the rest of the footage, listening to Dr. 
Gray’s new orders, and then caught a rare moment when the three scientists 
had had time to speak freely. 

They were talking about a noon escape today instead of on Monday, 
from the lab instead of Gray’s office, and the kids began to realize that Mrs. 
Wilde hadn’t yet explained what the plan was going to be. And then they 
remembered that Ms. Sabbith wasn’t there yet to help enact it. 

And finally they realized that noon, the hour of escape, was exactly 
twelve minutes away. 

“Mom!” Charlie called out in a panic. 

Her mom put the phone down. “What is it? What’s happening?” 

“They going to try to escape today! Like, now. We have to go!” 

“But—” said Mrs. Wilde. “But Erica says we need to pack up and get 
out of here because of Miko—she says we have to protect ourselves first or 
no one’s left to do the rescue!” She ran over to where the kids stood around 
the monitor just as Miko was walking with Charles into the hallway on the 
video from earlier. 

“Quiet, everybody,” said Mac. “He’s going to tell us their plan.” 

Charlie looked at the time and jiggled her foot. “Eight minutes till 
noon,” she said. She could feel her bracelet grow warm. Maria was fully 
transformed. 

Finally Mr. Wilde was alone. He held the dragonfly up to his face and 
whispered, “The first shift of soldiers goes to lunch at noon with Dr. Gray 
on the eighth floor. We’ll be in the lab with the rest of them—Prowl, Miko, 
Zed, and a couple of new soldiers that Dr. Gray has been training and 
experimenting on. We won’t make a move until we see you, just in case you 
aren’t able to pull this off. But once you show up, we’ll help fight them off, 
grab as much of the technology as we can to slow Gray down, and get out 
of here. Take the elevator for the surprise effect—the soldiers use the stairs 
for lunch.” He hesitated and looked around, then gave a strained smile. “We 
can do this. Today’s our best chance.” 


“Six minutes, Mom,” said Charlie. “You heard him. We have to go.” 
“Charlie, just wait a second.” Mrs. Wilde took a breath. “Listen to me. 

Our home base is compromised. Erica’s not here yet. This is all very 

sudden.” She put her face in her hands for a moment, then looked up. “I 


don’t know what to do. I can’t leave Andy here alone—not now that Miko 
found our building. And we can’t take him with us because it’s not safe.” 
She raked her fingers through her hair, her expression filled with indecision. 

“Mom,” said Charlie again. “Maria and I know the floor plans. You’ve 
seen us train—you know how good we are. We can do this.” She jiggled her 
foot. Mac took a hit on his inhaler, and Maria clicked to the Turbo screen 
and waited to see what Charlie’s mom would say. 

Mrs. Wilde’s expression was agonized. She cringed and shook her head. 
“Kids,” she said, “I’m calling off the rescue operation. We have a new huge 
threat to us. Ms. Sabbith said we need to get ourselves and the equipment 
out of here. This whole thing—it’s just too big. Too dangerous. I’m sorry.” 

“What?” cried Charlie. “But what about Dad?” 

“Charlie, please try to understand. Dad said they wouldn’t try anything 
if they don’t hear us coming—he knows this is a big change in plans and 
that we might not be able to pull it off. And I’ve made my decision. This 
isn’t smart. Let’s just . . . gather up the computer and screens and our other 
stuff before Miko comes back here with her friends. Erika will be here by 
tonight. Then we’ll regroup and try this again—from a safe location.” She 
turned and went over to Dr. Sharma’s desk and started piling things up. 
“Get the blueprints,” she called to them. “Save the electronics for last so we 
can keep an eye out for Miko. Andy, come help me get some empty boxes.” 
She went back to the partitioned area where the boxes were. Andy 
followed, looking over his shoulder wide-eyed at Charlie, afraid to say 
anything. 

Charlie stared after them, shocked. Her mom had gone full-on coward, 
just like that—just because of Miko, who might have seen them go into a 
building. But she didn’t know where in the building they were, did she? 
She’d have to go through six floors to find them, and even if she did 
manage to suspect there was something different going on in the Water and 
Sewage Treatment Complaints Office, she’d meet up with a locked door. 
Charlie watched the video, which Mac had switched to live. On the ladybug 
screen she could see her dad checking the clock, and Dr. Sharma biting her 
lip anxiously and glancing at the ladybug camera. Her heart twisted. Charlie 
looked at Mac and Maria, and they looked back at her, disappointment clear 
in their eyes. “I’m sorry about my mom.” 


Maria touched her arm. “It’s okay.” She hesitated, then added, “I didn’t 
realize just how much I wanted to rescue the scientists until your mom told 
us we can’t. I mean, here we have these abilities. .. . We can save your 
dad.” 

“And we have a responsibility,” Mac added. “Not just to rescue them 
but to stop Dr. Gray.” 

“And we’ve been training for this,” said Charlie passionately. “Ms. 
Sabbith is pretty smart and tough, but we don’t need her.” She glanced over 
toward the partitioned area, then looked at her dad once more, who was 
now reaching under his workstation counter and slipping the secret thing 
he’d been working on into his pocket. He was preparing to go. This was 
their best chance, he’d said. Charlie couldn’t let him down. 

She eyed the partitioned area. Her mom was still back there with Andy. 
She leaned in. “We have to do this without her,” she said in a low voice. 
“Now’s our only chance. But we’ve got to scram. Right now. Are you with 
me?” 

Mac and Maria stared at Charlie. Their faces lit up and they nodded. 

“Let’s go.” Charlie led, with Mac and Maria right behind. 

By the time Mrs. Wilde came back, they were gone. 


CHAPTER 37 
Going for It 


The decision to go rescue the scientists against her mom’s wishes felt 
reckless but also freeing. Like Maria had told Charlie before, when you 
have something special to offer the world, you have an obligation to do it. 
And the scientists were counting on them. The world was counting on 
them! They might not have another chance like this, with the three biggest 
brutes gone for a while. Charlie, Maria, and Mac ran outside with a fresh 
burst of energy. And Charlie began formulating a plan. 

As they went down the alley toward the bank building, Mac activated 
his suit. Maria, in full Turbo Mode, jumped a few times, then tried a couple 
of parkour moves. She ran up the side of a building and sprang off it, 
landing on a lone parked car, then rebounded to grab a street sign with one 
hand and her tail. She flipped around the sign and landed just in front of 
Charlie and Mac and kept in stride with them. 

“Looking good, Maria,” said Charlie. She clicked through her device. 
The cheetah and elephant were pulsing with life. That was a good start. 

“Tm feeling good,” said Maria, bouncing around. “Confident. We did 
great stuff this week to prepare. I may look ridiculous and awful, but it’s a 
cool sort of awful when you really think about it.” 

“Like I said the other day,” said Charlie, “you look like a superhero to 
me.” She looked at Mac. “Aren’t you going to activate your scales for 
protection?” 

“I move better and faster without them,” he said, “so Pl wait until we 
get there. What’s our plan? Are we just going to rush in there and start 
fighting? Who do you want me to go after?” 

“T’ve been thinking about it,” said Charlie. “Let’s stay together if we 
can. Okay? We’ll keep it simple. We know there’s a guard at the door inside 


the lab.” 

“Zed’s there now,” said Mac. 

“Got it. We also know my dad and the others won’t do anything until 
they hear us, so we’ve got to make some noise. We’ll rush in, hopefully 
surprise the soldiers, and get to the biologists so we can protect them as we 
fight our way out. The bad guys won’t know what’s happening at first— 
we'll be a wall of terror coming at them.” 

Mac snorted. “Right. They’ll probably kick our butts.” 

Maria poked him with her elbow. It bounced off Mac’s armor and she 
rubbed it. “Well, if they try kicking your butt, they’ll definitely be hurting.” 

“Hey, that gives me an idea,” said Charlie. “Mac, you can go after 
Prowl and Zed since they have claws—they won’t be able to hurt you. 
Maria, use your tail and your swinging abilities to knock the soldiers out of 
commission, but stay out of reach if you can so they don’t hurt you. PI do 
what I can with my abilities—I’ve only got strength and speed activated so 
far, but hopefully the others will turn on if I need them.” 

“Got it,” said Maria, and Mac nodded. 

While they talked through the plan, they tried to sneak past the cardinal 
even though they knew Charlie’s mom had probably noticed they were gone 
by now. She’d see them soon enough, one way or another. Then they 
slipped into the back door of the bank building, found the elevator, and hit 
the button for the ninth floor. Feeling guilty, Charlie looked up at the spider 
cam, mouthed, “Sorry,” and blew a kiss in case her mom was watching. 

Maria tapped the elevator wall nervously on the ride up. When they 
reached the ninth floor, they peered out. There was no one in the hallway. 
Charlie tried to get her bearings—things looked a little different in real life 
than they did on the cameras and blueprints. But soon she figured it out. 

“There’s the lab door,” Charlie whispered, pointing down the hallway. 
“That’s where we want to go.” 

Mac and Maria nodded. 

She looked at her friends. “Are you ready?” 

“Ready,” said Maria. 

“Almost,” said Mac. He clicked his device. His scales appeared and 
fanned slightly away from his body. He tapped through a few screens and 
his fingers and tips of his feet morphed into pangolin claws. “Okay, I’m 
ready.” 


“Cool,” said Maria. “I didn’t know you could do both at the same time.” 

“Multitalented, that’s me,” Mac whispered. 

They snuck out of the elevator and stayed together, running as quietly as 
they could, though Mac still clanked a little in his suit of armor. They 
managed to make it all the way to the lab door without anyone seeing them. 

Charlie made eye contact with her friends, and then she yanked open the 
lab door and they all yelled. Zed jumped, startled, and turned around to see 
who was there. Her claws came out and her body blocked the entrance. She 
screeched in alarm. 

“Dad!” Charlie called, and she threw a punch at the woman’s face. 

Zed’s head snapped back, but she dug her claws into the frame and 
stayed blocking the doorway. She yowled, freeing her hands, and started 
swiping wildly. Charlie dodged to avoid her, and Mac stepped in. He bent 
over and plowed into her. Zed stumbled backward, caught herself, and then 
swung at Mac, her claws scraping loudly against his suit. As Charlie tried to 
get around her into the lab, Zed put her head down and slammed into Mac. 
He went flying, knocking into Charlie and Maria, and landed in the hallway, 
curled to one side. The sharp edges of his scales beveled out farther than 
they’d done before and gleamed. 

The girls didn’t have time to comment on that new development. Maria 
leapfrogged over Charlie through the doorway, giving Zed a sharp kick in 
the face before she landed inside the room. Charlie scrambled in after her. 

Zed slammed the lab door shut so Mac couldn’t follow them in. 

“Hey!” shouted Charlie as other soldiers in the lab realized what was 
happening. Maria hopped onto a lab table and jumped on Zed, while 
Charlie ran to the door and ripped it right off its hinges. She tossed it aside 
and helped Mac to his feet, then they both charged back in. Maria was 
cowering, bleeding from claw scratches, and Zed was on the floor. One of 
the new soldiers ran toward them from the back of the lab, while others 
were diving to contain the scientists. Charlie whipped her head around, 
looking for her dad. She spotted him being held down by Prowl. “We’re 
coming!” she cried. 

Still on the floor, Zed reached for the communication device attached to 
her suit. “We’re under attack!” she screeched into it. “Get up here!” 

“She’s calling Dr. Gray and the other soldiers!” shouted Dr. Sharma 
from another part of the lab, where Miko had her pinned to the wall. Miko 


twisted the woman’s arm harder, and Dr. Sharma cried out in pain. 

Mac dove at Zed, trying to keep her away from the girls. Maria dodged 
the new soldier while Charlie came at him, unsure what kind of hybrid she 
was facing, but hoping he was so new that he wouldn’t be very good at 
fighting yet. She put her hands out and caught him as he tried to grab her. 
She lifted him up, and hearing commotion from incoming soldiers in the 
hallway, she pivoted and flung him out the door. He bowled down Dr. Gray 
and two other new soldiers, sending them sprawling. 

“Let’s go!” said Charlie. The three kids regrouped and started for the 
back of the room to where Prowl held Mr. Wilde. Dr. Gray and the three 
new soldiers got up and came barreling into the lab. Miko, holding Dr. 
Sharma, inched her way along the windows toward Prowl. 

“Look,” said Maria in a low voice to her friends as Miko got closer and 
started plotting with Prowl. “If we take her out, she can’t tell anybody what 
she knows, know what I mean?” 

“Tt might be too late for that,” said Charlie, catching her breath. “But we 
may as well—she’s not as strong as the others, so hopefully she’ll be easy 
to handle.” 

Maria peeled off from the other two and hopped up onto a workstation, 
running down the length of it. At the end she sprang at Miko, trying to 
knock her off balance so Dr. Sharma could get away. Miko tried to dodge 
her but didn’t want to let go of Quinn, and all three of them tumbled to the 
ground. Charlie ran to pull Dr. Sharma from the others while the two 
primates tussled on the floor. But Prowl saw her and Mac coming. He threw 
Dr. Wilde on the floor and hissed at Charlie, coming toward her. 

Maria freed herself from Miko, jumped onto a lab table and gazed 
perplexedly at the ceiling, as if looking for something to grab on to so she 
could use her swinging momentum. Miko jumped onto the workstation next 
to her, and Maria sprang up and punched at a ceiling tile. It popped up, 
leaving the rectangular metal grid empty in that space. “Aha,” she muttered. 
She jumped up and swung on it with one hand, testing its ability to hold her, 
then swung back and shot forward, managing to clock Miko in the jaw with 
her foot and knocking the soldier off the table. With Miko temporarily 
down Maria quickly hopped around the lab knocking out ceiling tiles every 
few yards. 


Meanwhile, Prowl struck out at Charlie. She squirmed and dodged and 
tried to signal to her dad to run for it. Mac caught up to her and slammed 
into Prowl, but that sent him reeling backward into a workstation. He 
grabbed the comer of it, then used his pangolin claws to chip off a hunk of 
the tabletop. When Prowl pounced on Charlie, Mac swung as hard as he 
could, slamming it into Prowl’s shoulder. He stumbled and tripped over 
Charlie. 

“Good idea!” Charlie said, scrambling to her feet. She kicked her foot 
into the leopard man’s stomach as hard as she could, leaving him doubled 
over. 








“That’s gonna hurt for a while,” said Mac. He and Charlie high-fived 
and looked around for Dr. Wilde. He had gone over to Dr. Goldstein, and 
now he and Dr. Sharma were fighting off the new soldier who’d been 
guarding Jack. “Come on,” Charlie said to Mac. “He looks hurt!” 

While Maria duked it out with Miko overhead, the other two zigzagged 
through the wreckage to Dr. Goldstein. “Are you okay?” Charlie asked the 
man. 

He nodded and pushed himself under a table, out of the way. “Go help 
your dad!” he said. He looked at Mac and smiled weakly. “Nice suit,” he 
said. 

Mac clicked off his helmet. A look of awe came over his face as if he’d 
just realized he was actually meeting the Mark Three’s creator. “You made 
it,” he said with a grin. 

“Mac, pay attention!” shouted Charlie. “Dr. Goldstein, stay hidden.” 

Dr. Gray and two of the new soldiers were coming toward them. 
“Fang!” he cried. “Morph! Attack those children!” 

Charlie’s eyes widened when she noticed the woman Dr. Gray had 
called Morph. She had a giant crablike claw for one hand, and she wore a 
different bodysuit from everybody else. Was this one of Dr. Gray’s new 
experiments he’d talked about—one with multiple animal abilities? If so, 
she didn’t look quite finished with only one claw. Charlie didn’t wait to see 
what the woman could do. She let her hand fly like she’d learned in the 


videos they’d watched, striking Morph in the throat. The soldier’s eyes 
bulged and she dropped to the floor. 

“T’ve got Dr. Gray!” cried Mac, whirling around to face the enemy. With 
renewed fervor Mac ran forward, claws raised. Dr. Gray saw him coming 
and paled. He stepped behind the taller soldier, Fang, as Mac attacked. Fang 
batted him away with a wolflike howl, then veered off toward Charlie, her 
dad, and Dr. Sharma. 

Charlie turned to face Fang; he was a tall, thin man who was making a 
curious hissing sound now instead of a howl, which was totally confusing. 
Was he a wolf? Or a snake? Or. . . both? Her father struggled to his feet 
and limped over to help. “These two are new chimeras!” he called to 
Charlie. “Multiple animals and abilities!” 

“That explains a lot!” said Charlie. “And be careful, Dad! Stay back!” 
Charlie laid into Fang. He crouched, then snapped forward into Charlie, 
appearing to open his mouth beneath his mask. Fangs ripped through the 
fabric, tearing a gaping hole there. The fangs gleamed and connected. 
Immediately Charlie felt a sharp sting in her shoulder that almost became 
debilitating within seconds. She yelped in pain and dropped to the floor, 
rolling around and clutching her shoulder. “Ugh, poisonous snake!” Charlie 
cried, trying to warn the others as the man started after Dr. Sharma. “Run, 
Dad! Run, Dr. Sharma!” The scientists obeyed, sliding under the table with 
Dr. Goldstein. 

Across the room Maria had just knocked Miko out cold and was on her 
way to help when she heard Charlie. She jumped up, nimbly grabbing on to 
the ceiling tile grids, and began swinging swiftly across the room toward 
them, out of the reach of the soldiers but slapping them with her tail and 
kicking at every opportunity, even swatting Dr. Gray on the back of the 
head. She let go and sailed into the thin rattlesnake soldier, her feet 
smashing him in the chest. The soldier went down and lay still, his mask 
ripped farther across his face and down his neck, revealing a snake head. 
But a pop of gray wolflike fur poked out at his neck. 

As Charlie writhed in pain, Maria landed at her side. She immediately 
pushed Charlie’s short sleeve up to look at her injury and watched in awe as 
Charlie’s body seemed to reject the rattlesnake venom. Clear liquid shot out 
of the pierced skin onto the floor. Charlie moaned and rolled, still clutching 
her shoulder in pain. 


“Whoa!” Maria said. “You should be feeling better soon, chica. Hang in 
there.” 

Even with the venom forced out of her body, Charlie was too weak to 
get up. “I’m okay,” she muttered. “What’s the body count?” 

“Miko, Zed, and the snake guy are down. Prowl’s waking up. Dr. Gray 
is...” Maria looked around. “Where did he go?” 

Just then Mac cried out for help. Maria shot up, then bounded over to 
where he was fighting the short, clawed soldier named Morph. Charlie lay 
still a moment longer, then took a deep breath and sat up. Prowl was 
coming her way. She staggered to her feet and groaned, then summoned her 
strength and charged at him, socking him in the face. She expected him to 
go flying, but the leopard man dug his claws into her shoulders like he’d 
done before in the warehouse, ripping through her skin right where the 
snake man had struck her. “Yow!” she screamed, dizzy with pain. She tried 
to shake him off but he stuck fast. Charlie yelled in his face and threw her 
head forward, trying to strike his forehead. She hated Prowl more than any 
of them. They tumbled to the floor. 

Morph chased after Mac, and when she reached him, her pincer-claw 
hand shot out like a bullet, striking Mac in the helmet. It sent him flying 
through the air. He crashed to the ground and slid into the wall. 

Maria sprang at the woman, knocking her to the floor. Mac found his 
footing and staggered back, striking Morph with his pangolin hand. She 
stopped moving. 

Mac ran to help Charlie, and Maria took to the ceiling to aid her as well. 
Maria flipped and sailed at Prowl, but he released one hand from Charlie’s 
shoulder and batted at her, sending her crashing to the floor, hurt. Maria lay 
still. 

“Oh, no you don’t!” cried Mac, running to them. He swung his claws at 
the leopard man, clocking him a good one and knocking him out. 

Grimacing, Charlie pried Prowl’s claws out of her shoulders, spun him 
around, and grabbed him by the suit at the back of his neck. He dangled in 
the air. She spotted Morph getting back up. With all her strength Charlie 
flung Prowl across the room at her. 

“Bull’s-eye,” said Mac. 

The lab was suddenly and eerily silent. All the soldiers were out cold or 
writhing on the floor. Dr. Gray had disappeared. Charlie, Mac, and Maria 


looked around, a bit dazed, then dashed over to the scientists. 

“Come on,” Charlie urged them, “Let’s get you out of here.” Charlie 
helped her father to his feet. “Can you run?” 

“I think so.” 

“I can carry you, but I might have to drop you if somebody comes at 
me.” 

“Let’s try it this way first.” He glanced at the workstations. Materials 
were flung everywhere. Charles started picking up a few pieces. 

“Dad, we don’t have time!” said Charlie. She wanted to grab stuff too, 
but they’d barely gotten through this. “We need to get you to safety before 
they wake up!” 

Meanwhile Maria had helped Dr. Sharma to her feet. Mac clicked his 
device, made the scales disappear, and took Dr. Goldstein’s arm. “Stick 
close by me,” said Mac, “but not too close, in case the scales come out. 
They’re sharp.” 

Dr. Goldstein half-smiled as they limped along. “Got it,” he said. 

Charlie and her dad followed them out with a few small components. 
“At least some of it was destroyed,” he said, lunging for another piece that 
caught his eye as they hurried out. “Are you okay?” 

“Tm fine, Dad,” said Charlie. “The healing power works really well.” 

When they heard some soldiers stirring, they turned sharply. Morph and 
Fang had regained consciousness and were coming after them. Charlie 
sighed. “Overeager newbies,” she muttered. Behind them came Zed. 
Charlie let go of her father. “Stand back,” she said, preparing to fight. 
“Mac, take the snake-wolf dude! Maria, go after Morph! Pll get the cat 
woman.” 

Mac ran at the snake-wolf man. The soldier struck out with his fangs, 
but Mac slammed one of his claw hands into Fang’s mouth, breaking one of 
the fangs off. The man hissed and howled, curling into a heap onto the 
floor. 

Maria ran up the wall in an arc and pushed off at Morph, soaring 
straight into her and sending them both flying into the opposite wall. They 
dropped to the floor. Maria lay still for a moment, groaning in pain, then she 
crawled away and staggered to her feet. 

Charlie stepped toward Zed. 

“No, Charlie,” called her father. “Wait.” 


“Dad, I know what I’m doing. You have to trust me.” 

“I do.” He lowered his voice. “But leave Zed alone. Pll explain later.” 

Zed stopped her approach and regarded Charlie. She lifted her chin 
slightly, then cased the hallway to see if anyone was watching. The two new 
soldiers were out cold. “Go,” Zed whispered. “All of you. Get out while 
you can. Gray’s coming back.” 

Charlie’s eyes widened. She glanced at her father, who nodded. Charlie 
regarded Zed for another second, then said to the others, “Let’s go.” 

The six of them shuffled and clunked into the hallway, stumbling into 
the elevator. “Quickly!” Charlie commanded. Maria punched the button, 
and they descended. Once on the ground floor, Mac led the way outside, 
everyone helping each other. 

The strange-looking crew hobbled to the back entrance of their building, 
Charlie helping her father, and Mac and Maria helping the other two 
battered biologists. 

Since the elevator was still out of service, they climbed the stairs 
slowly, waiting for Jack to keep up. When they reached the sixth floor, they 
hurried toward their office. A tearful Andy was waiting for them inside, 
with the door to the surveillance area open. “You have to go back!” he 
cried. “Mom’s still in there!” 

“What?” said Charlie, rushing to him. “What are you talking about?” 

“Didn’t you see her? Dr. Gray came into the lab with a huge box and 
gathered up all the rest of the supplies. She went to find you and stop him 
from escaping with everything!” 

Maria gasped. “Have you been watching the cardinal cam? Did he get 
away?” 

“I don’t think so—he went into the elevator but only went down one 
floor. I texted Mom and you, Charlie—she replied that she was going to 
meet you on the eighth floor.” 

“Oh no!” Charlie pulled her phone out of her pocket and saw the 
notifications on the screen. In the craziness of the rescue she hadn’t noticed 
them coming in. “Why didn’t you call?” 

“T didn’t know if you’d be able to talk—what if you were hiding or 
sneaking up on somebody? I figured texting was quieter and faster to get 
you the information.” 


Charlie squeezed Andy’s shoulder. “Smart boy. You did the right thing.” 
She looked at her friends. “We’ve got to go back to get her before the 
soldiers all regain consciousness or my mom’s in big trouble.” 

“Let’s go,” said Mac. 

“Text me if you see Mom!” said Charlie. “And take care of Dad and the 
scientists!” The three friends set off once more. 

This time nobody tried to stop them. 


CHAPTER 38 
Casualties 


Charlie, Maria, and Mac peered down the dimly lit hallway on the eighth 
floor, where Andy had last seen Dr. Gray exit the elevator. They could make 
out the silhouettes of Prowl and Miko moving swiftly toward the stairwell, 
leaving the area clear. But they could hear voices coming from halfway 
down the hall, where a large round, out-swinging door stood open. 

“That must be the bank vault!” whispered Mac, pointing at it. 

“Those voices sound like Zed and Dr. Gray,” Charlie whispered. She 
checked her phone, but there were no texts from Andy. That meant Mom 
was still around here somewhere. Charlie texted her, “We’re on the eighth 
floor looking for you.” 

Her mother didn’t respond. The conversation in the vault grew louder. 
Heated. 

The three waited a moment longer, then crept toward the voices. 

When they neared the open vault, Charlie could make out a few phrases. 

“... let them come to us,” said Dr. Gray. 

“They’re children,” said Zed. 

“Dangerous children,” said Dr. Gray. “We need them out of the way.” 

Charlie, Mac, and Maria looked at one another, wide-eyed. He was 
talking about them! 

Just then they heard a scuffling noise. Charlie and the others peeked 
inside the vault, and they saw Charlie’s mother at Zed’s feet. She was 
gagged and tied up, struggling to get loose. Charlie had to stop herself from 
crying out. 

At Dr. Gray’s feet was a box of components—all the stuff he’d grabbed 
from the lab that Charlie and her father had failed to pick up. He held her 
mom’s cell phone and sneered as he typed something. Charlie and the 


others scooted back from the door, and Charlie put her hand over her phone 
in her jeans pocket, anticipating a response and wanting to muffle the 
vibration. She looked at her friends. “What should we do?” 

Mac frowned. “I don’t know. It feels like a trick. Is he texting you back 
from your mom’s phone? Is he trying to get us to go in there so he can trap 
us?” 

Maria nodded. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 

“But he has my mother!” Charlie whispered. She felt her phone vibrate 
and pulled it out to read the text. “I’m here! In the vault! Help!” 

“Ugh. He’s such a creep,” Maria said. 

Mac and Charlie nodded. They snuck back to the vault entrance, trying 
to figure out what to do. “It’s just the two of them,” Charlie reasoned. “The 
three of us can totally take them down and be out of here with my mom in a 
few minutes, tops.” 

“I don’t know,” Mac said again. He looked nervously over his shoulder. 
“This doesn’t feel right.” 

“Well, I can’t just stand here,” said Charlie. “I have to do something! 
Are you guys with me or not?” 

Maria and Mac exchanged worried glances. “Of course we are,” said 
Maria in a low voice. Mac agreed. 

Charlie’s eyes shone. “Thanks. I really mean it.” She took a breath, then 
said, “Mac, on my signal go after Zed. Maria and I will take down Gray and 
then come assist you.” Just as Charlie was about to cue the others to attack, 
a strange figure seemed to step out from the shadows of the safe door in 
front of them. Charlie wasn’t sure what she was seeing at first, but then the 
person changed color, grabbed her by the shirt, and yanked her up in the air. 
It was Morph, the pincer-hand woman. 

“What the—” Charlie said, flailing, trying to make sense of what was 
happening. She twisted and saw that Maria had also been picked up by 
Morph, and Mac was being held by the snake-wolf soldier. 

“Hey!” shouted Mac, striking out with his claws, trying to connect with 
the guy. Charlie’s fist shot out, but Morph dodged it. Maria slapped her tail 
at the pincer woman and pummeled her. It didn’t faze her. They marched 
into the vault. 

“Look who we found,” said Morph. 


Zed narrowed her eyes and said nothing. Dr. Gray smiled. “That didn’t 
take long. Set them down and guard the door, please.” 

When Charlie’s feet hit the floor she ran toward her mother. 

“Stand BACK!” roared Dr. Gray. 

Charlie skidded to a stop and stared at the man. But she wasn’t about to 
start obeying his demands. She continued forward. “Let’s get them!” she 
yelled to her friends. 

She caught Maria and Mac off-guard, but after a second Mac ran at Zed, 
who sidestepped and skittered past him. Maria and Charlie dived at Dr. 
Gray. 

“Morph, come and help me!” Dr. Gray called out. “Fang, take the tin 
can over there!” The woman ran to help him. 

Fang hissed and struck at Mac, his remaining good fang breaking as he 
tried to sink it into Mac’s armor. Mac swung his claws around, striking the 
man in the face and knocking him down. The soldier growled deeply and 
attacked Mac, futilely biting at his arms and legs and pawing at his suit as if 
trying to rip him apart. Mac flipped on his back and rolled up. His pangolin 
scales pivoted outward a bit more in defense and gleamed, razor sharp. The 
soldier hissed and bit down again but soon backed off, the scales proving to 
be too sharp. Mac rolled and got to his feet, then sent his claw hands 
beating against the soldier. Fang turned and ran out of the vault. 

Charlie barely got in a sharp uppercut to Dr. Gray’s jaw before Morph 
threw a jab with her pincer hand. She hit so hard that the punch knocked 
Charlie through the air. She hit the wall and slid to the floor, the breath 
knocked out of her. She saw stars. 

Maria, exhausted and injured from the earlier fight, was no match for 
Morph—she ended up on the floor next to Charlie. Mac ran at her and Zed, 
but the two managed to tie Mac up without getting cut by his scales. They 
tied the girls up, too, using steel cables for Charlie. Clearly Dr. Gray had 
been anticipating this. 

Dr. Gray staggered to his feet and grabbed the box of components. 
“Okay, team,” he said. “That should have given Prowl and Miko enough 
time.” But he looked disappointed and angry at his new soldiers. “Next time 
protect me better. Remember, you’re nothing without me.” 

Morph and Fang cowered, while Zed just looked away and walked out 
of the vault. Dr. Gray rubbed his jaw gingerly and waved the other soldiers 


to get out, too. Charlie struggled against the cables, trying to get a good grip 
so she could break out of them. “Enough time for what?” 

“Enough time for them to pay a little visit to your hideout across the 
street,” Gray said with a satisfied smile. 

Charlie felt the blood drain from her face. “Oh no,” she whispered. Was 
her dad okay? What about Andy and the others? 

Dr. Gray held up his box, almost as if he was taunting her. “And now, 
thanks to your father and his friends, and my loyal subjects, of course, I 
think I’ve got everything I need to begin the next step of my journey. Good- 
bye forever.” He went out in the hallway and started to swing shut the vault 
door. 

“Wait,” said Mac, panic rising in his voice. “Where are you going?” 

Charlie paled. He was going to lock them in the vault! And leave 
them... forever? To die in here? “Stop!” she cried. 

“What’s the next step?” Maria hollered out to him. Charlie looked 
sidelong at her and realized she was desperately trying to cut her ropes 
using Mac’s scales and stall Gray from closing them in. 

“Yes,” said Charlie as she saw Dr. Gray hesitate. “What’s the plan? 
Come on, you can’t just leave us here wondering forever.” Charlie gave up 
trying to get a handhold on the cables and instead took a deep breath and 
pressed outward with her shoulders, feeling the steel bite into her skin. 
Then a thin strand of the cable broke—she detected it springing against her 
back. She kept pressing, breaking one strand at a time. 

Dr. Gray hovered in the doorway and looked down his nose at Maria 
and Charlie as if they were simple children. “Once I figure out the perfect 
combination of traits, P’Il help all my soldiers become chimeras. And then? 
PII go into mass production.” 

“What?” said Charlie. 

“Did you really think I would stop with them? No, I want to give this 
gift to the whole world.” 

Had they heard right? Mac and Maria looked horrified, and Mrs. Wilde 
stared silent and wide-eyed. 

“It'll be miraculous. Sorry you’ll miss it.” He laughed and continued 
pulling the heavy door, peering at them one last time before he closed it. 
“Enjoy your stay—you’re going to be here for a while. Even someone as 
strong as Charlie won’t be able to open this door.” 


Managing to break free, Maria, Charlie, and Mac all scrambled to stop 
the door from closing on them. But it clanged shut just before they slammed 
into it. Charlie even left a dent, but the door didn’t open. They were stuck 
inside the vault. 

“Ugh!” screamed Charlie. Maria made fists and pounded at the door, 
and Mac backed up and ran at it again, while Charlie ran back to her mother 
and pulled out the gag. “Are you okay?” she asked, untying her. 

Mrs. Wilde nodded. “I’m fine. Did you get Dad and the others out?” 

“Yeah, but they’re across the street!” 

“Give me your phone,” said Charlie’s mom. “Pll text Andy to check if 
they’re okay. You see what you can do with that door so we can get out of 
here.” 

Charlie handed her phone to her mom, then eyed the massive door. “It’s 
so huge,” she murmured. Would an elephant be able to open a locked vault? 
She sure hoped so. 

“Mac,” said Maria, “get in here with your claws, will you? See if you 
can rip out any of this metal.” 

Mac dug his claws into the doorframe and started bending it, slowly 
peeling back the sheet of metal that covered the lock. 

“That’s it, Mac!” said Maria. “Keep going!” 

Mac pulled harder, ripping the material away and tossing it aside, 
revealing the dead bolt. Then he hooked his claws and strained at the dead- 
bolt lock, trying to bend it so he could wriggle it out of its socket. “Charlie, 
pull me!” he said, and quickly made his scales flatten so she wouldn’t get 
hurt. “If we can bend this a little more, I bet yov’ll be able to break open the 
door.” 

Charlie grabbed Mac around the waist. On his go she pulled him 
backward. The metal around the door groaned and bent, and then Mac’s 
claws shredded through it. He and Charlie went flying backward, skidding 
along the vault floor. Mac rolled off Charlie and helped her up. 

“You’re doing it!” said Maria, peering at the metal. “I can see the long 
stick of metal starting to bend in there. Can you get your claws inside, 
Mac?” 

While Mac dug in once more, trying to break metal with his pangolin 
claws, Maria encouraged him, and Charlie focused on the door and tried to 
channel her inner elephant, telling herself she could do this. Finally Mac 


managed to bend the inner workings of the huge lock mechanism, at least a 
little bit. Enough to weaken it. Or at least they hoped so. 

Mac backed away from the door, breathing hard from exertion. “Your 
turn,” he said to Charlie. 

Charlie nodded. She backed up as far as she could and stared at the 
vault door, visualizing it collapsing under her strength. Then she ran toward 
it at top speed and slammed into it, causing a tremendous noise. 

The force knocked Charlie out cold. She crumpled to the floor. 

But the safe door bent and groaned, and with an extra push from Maria 
and Mac, it opened. 


CHAPTER 39 
A Wrench in the Plan 


By the time Charlie regained consciousness, she was halfway to the back 
entrance of home base, being carried by her mom and her friends. 

“Whoa,” she said, squinting in the sunlight. Her head and shoulder hurt. 
“Looks like that worked?” 

“You’re a brute,” said Maria admiringly. “You dented the vault door 
enough to break it open.” 

“Your starfish is working,” said Mac, “so hopefully you’ll be feeling 
okay soon.” 

“Here’s hoping the starfish does magic on concussions,” Mrs. Wilde 
said grimly, eyeing the sixth-floor windows of their building. “We may 
have another fight on our hands if Prowl and Miko are still up there.” 

Charlie felt her bruises gingerly. “I’m okay to walk,” she said. 

They set her down in the alleyway as they hurried around the corner of 
their building. 

As they reached the door, Mrs. Wilde paused and narrowed her eyes, 
looking across the parking lot. She pointed at someone running fast toward 
them. “Who’s that?” she said, alarmed. 

Maria turned sharply. “What the—” Then she slapped a hand to her 
forehead. “It’s Kelly.” 

“Kelly?” said Charlie, fearing her injury might have affected her 
hearing. 

“How the heck would she know where to find us?” asked Mac. 

Maria looked guiltily at the others. “I—I told her last week. Before she 
went to Cabo and started doing stupid things.” 

“Oh,” said Charlie. She wasn’t happy. 

“Maybe she can help us,” said Mrs. Wilde. “We could use it.” 


Maria flagged Kelly down and they all quickly went inside the building. 

Kelly’s clothes were torn, her hair was in tangles, and she had dirt and 
blood on her face. Tear tracks divided the dust on her cheeks, and she 
looked exhausted. Even her backpack appeared like it had been dragged 
through the mud. “Hi,” she said miserably between breaths. She bent 
forward, putting her hands on her knees to steady herself. 

“Are you okay?” asked Maria. “What happened to you? How did you 
get back from Los Angeles?” 

“Bus,” she said, still breathing hard. “Somebody on it recognized me 
and alerted the media, who were all there at the bus station waiting when 
we arrived. Then I ran into those two beefy goons from the warehouse with 
one other guy. I barely got away from them. I had to hide in an empty trash 
container until they left, and then I remembered where you were.” 

Mac’s eyes almost bugged out at that last confession, but he didn’t say 
the obvious comment that had come to everyone’s mind: Kelly hid in a 
trash can? She must have been desperate. 

“Pm afraid this isn’t a safe place anymore for any of us,” said Mrs. 
Wilde, hurrying everybody up the stairs. 

“Thanks to Kelly,” Charlie muttered. 

Kelly looked at her, shocked at first. Then she narrowed her eyes. “Oh, I 
get it. You’re mad I took credit for your burning house rescue. Well, a lot of 
good that did me.” 

Anger boiled up in Charlie. “You put my dad and all of us in a lot of 
danger!” 

Mrs. Wilde gave Charlie a warning glance. “We can talk about that later. 
Kelly, we’ll protect you if we can. But right now we need to hustle 
upstairs.” 

Charlie pretended she didn’t see it. She wasn’t feeling generous at all 
after all the stress Kelly had put them through, and Kelly’s selfish attitude 
wasn’t helping. “You’ll help us fight if we need to,” she demanded. “And 
we need that envelope back. Right now.” 

“Fine,” said Kelly. “Sheesh.” Her weariness showed on her face, and 
her chin began to tremble. She shrugged her backpack off her shoulder and 
pulled out the Talos Global envelope. She ignored Charlie’s outstretched 
hand and gave it to Mrs. Wilde. “I don’t need your stupid papers anymore, 
anyway.” Kelly swallowed hard and glared at the stairs. 


Apparently Maria couldn’t hold in her feelings about Kelly either. “And 
you need to stop lying. Why did you do that to me? To us? That wasn’t 
cool.” 

Kelly’s face cracked. “So you’re turning on me now, too, Maria? After 
all I’ve done to help you?” Her face turned red and she tried to say 
something more, but only an ugly sob came out. 

“Nobody’s turning on you!” Maria said. “But we’re mad. You did some 
pretty crappy things.” Mac didn’t say anything, but he nodded in solidarity 
with Maria and Charlie. 

“Kids, please,” said Mrs. Wilde, sounding exasperated. 

“But they’re being awful to me!” said Kelly. 

“Oh. My. God,” said Charlie bitterly. 

“Stop.” Mrs. Wilde held up her hand, shutting them down. “We’re all 
hurting about this, but the fight’s not over! Right now we need to focus. 
Let’s go.” She reached the top of the stairs and started jogging to home 
base. 

“Sorry, Mom,” Charlie muttered. She ran to take the lead, checking her 
bracelet as she went. Everything was still activated. She waited at the door 
while the others caught up and pressed her ear to it, wondering if she could 
hear anything. 

It was silent inside. Maria and Mac joined her at the door. They waited 
an extra beat while Mac reactivated his scales, then Charlie placed her hand 
on the doorknob. Slowly she turned it, and Maria peeked in. 

“Ay, dios mio,” she said under her breath. 

In the reception area stood Miko and Prowl. “Welcome home,” Prowl 
purred. “We’ve been expecting you.” Between them they held Andy, who 
was gagged and tied up. 


CHAPTER 40 
Hanging by a Thread 


Charlie pushed into the room, ready to fight. She stopped when she saw 
the soldiers with Andy. Anger boiled over. “Leave him alone!” 

The rest of the group followed. Mrs. Wilde saw her son and gasped. 
Andy struggled and twisted, but he was bound too tightly to move much. 
Tears dripped down his cheeks and soaked into his gag. He gave Charlie 
and his mother a pleading look. They charged toward them. “What do you 
want with him?” Mrs. Wilde cried. “Where’s Charles?” 

“Charles and the others are a little tied up right now,” purred Prowl, and 
Miko laughed. “When we saw you coming on your fancy cameras, we 
decided Andy needed to stick with us for a while. We won’t hurt him if you 
let us go quietly. We might even release him eventually.” 

Charlie couldn’t breathe. Eventually? They were taking Andy hostage. 
Mrs. Wilde pushed past her. “Just leave him and get out of here! We won’t 
stop you. We promise.” 

Miko sneered. “Nice try, but we can see we’re outnumbered.” Then she 
noticed Kelly hanging behind the others. “Oooh, look, Prowl! It’s the 
famous one. Cyke said you gave them the slip at the bus station before he 
could tell you all the things Dr. Gray has to offer you. How nice of the 
Wildes to deliver you straight to us.” She glanced at Prowl, then took a step 
forward. “How about we make a trade, hmm? If she comes with us, we’ll 
give you the boy back.” 

Charlie’s mouth opened in shock, but she couldn’t speak. Kelly looked 
up sharply. “Why would I want to do that?” 

“Dr. Gray thinks you’d be a great addition to our team,” said Prowl. He 
watched her carefully. “He thinks you could play an important role in his 
plan to change the world.” 


“Dr. Gray is insane,” said Mac under his breath. “Don’t trust them, 
Kelly.” 

“We’ll be keeping them both, thank you,” Mrs. Wilde said coolly, but 
her face was deathly pale. Her fingers trembled. 

“Oh, I don’t think so,” said Miko. “You could be the hero for your 
friends right now if you come with us.” 

Charlie could see Kelly’s face change. “No, Kelly.” 

She snarled at Charlie and looked away. 

Prowl saw the exchange. “Having a little fight with your friends? I hope 
they’re treating you like a celebrity.” He glanced at Miko, then back at 
Kelly, and said confidentially, “Dr. Gray saw you on the show and he’s a 
big fan.” 

“They’re both staying with us,” said Mrs. Wilde sharply. She took a step 
toward Andy. “Either get out now or we’|l take you out.” 

“Oooh,” said Prowl, a small smile playing at his lips. “Pretty confident 
for someone who doesn’t have any enhancements.” 

“You’re asking for trouble,” Mac warned. 

“Let Andy go,” Charlie said forcefully. She made fists and put them in 
the air. 

Kelly frowned and glanced at Miko. After a moment she took a 
defensive stance too. 

Prowl sighed and examined his claws. “Do we really need to do this 
again?” Then he nodded at Miko, and without further warning, he shoved 
Andy to the corner behind them while Miko hopped onto the counter and 
jumped on Mac. Prowl sprang at Mrs. Wilde, knocking her into the wall, 
the Talos Global envelope ripping apart and contents scattering. She 
slumped to the floor, dazed. Charlie ran at Prowl, fists flying. He dodged 
her and leaped at Kelly, knocking her down. 

“Get off me!” screamed Kelly, flailing. “I thought you wanted me on 
your side!” 

Prowl eyed her suspiciously, then let up and went after Mac, slamming 
him into the wall. Charlie whirled around and Miko lunged for her. 

Maria bounded up and over the counter and grabbed Andy. She dragged 
him to the double doors and pushed on them, but they were locked as usual. 
“Dang it!” she muttered. “Who has keys?” 


Nobody had the wherewithal to respond. Mrs. Wilde was still down. 
Mac swatted at Prowl with his claws, but the leopard man was nimble and 
managed to keep Mac and Kelly in one comer. Charlie’s fist connected with 
Miko, sending her into the wall, but the soldier rebounded off it and hit 
Charlie, knocking her into Mac. “Yowch!” she said, rolling away from him. 

“Sorry!” said Mac, diving at Miko. But the deft chimp woman skittered 
miraculously midair and leapfrogged off of Mac’s helmet, barely getting 
scratched by his blades. Mac swung his arm around and caught her in the 
leg with his claws as she pushed off. She squealed and dropped to the 
ground, clutching it. 

Charlie noticed Prowl ready to attack Mac and slammed into him from 
behind. He landed hard on Kelly, knocking her flat. She screamed and 
flailed, swinging her arms and kicking her feet. Charlie went after Miko, 
while Maria gave up on finding a key to the door. She jumped up on the 
counter and grabbed the fluorescent light fixture on the ceiling in order for 
her to get some momentum. But the plastic cover ripped off, sending it to 
the floor on top of her. She lay still, the wind knocked out of her. 

Mrs. Wilde regained her senses. She rubbed her head and blinked a few 
times, then crawled over to Andy to protect him and stay out of the way. 
She fumbled through her pockets, searching for her key. 

Prowl rolled off Kelly, who was furious. Mac slammed his claws into 
Prowl. The soldier hissed in pain, then charged at Mac and smashed him 
into the wall again, clearly frustrated that he couldn’t seem to hurt the 
silver-suited predator. 

Charlie leaped to the wall and stuck there, then chased Miko around the 
perimeter of the room. 

Kelly jumped to her feet, angry, and charged at Prowl. Prowl whirled 
around and faced her, claws fully extended this time. He crouched, waiting 
to pounce. 

“Prowl, no!” shouted Miko. “Dr. Gray said not to hurt her!” She turned 
suddenly and leaped at Charlie. The two went crashing to the floor and 
started rolling around in a tussle, knocking Mac down too. 

“But she’s coming at me!” Prowl argued. Still he retreated, bounding 
away, and caught sight of Andy and Mrs. Wilde at the door to the 
surveillance area. Mrs. Wilde was fumbling at the lock with her key. “Oh, 
no you don’t!” Prowl shouted, running over to knock the key away as Kelly 


pursued him. The key flew across the room, and Miko snagged it from the 
air. She slid it into her suit. Charlie slugged her, and the woman went 
crashing into Mrs. Wilde, knocking her away from Andy. Prowl pounced, 
picked up Andy, and whirled around to face Kelly, holding the boy hostage 
once more. 

Kelly stalked him, eyes on fire. 

Prowl hissed, warning her. 

Miko rolled and grabbed Charlie, picked her up, and flung her into Mac. 
Maria was still down. Mrs. Wilde was down, too. Then Miko saw what was 
going on with Prowl, Andy, and Kelly. The chimp hopped onto the counter, 
moving from side to side fearfully, unsure what to do. 

Kelly—clearly exhausted, enraged, hurt inside and out—charged like an 
injured animal, uttering a primal scream. She clicked her device and kicked 
out wildly at the soldier, but she missed. 

“Kelly, stop! Be careful!” cried Maria, sitting up and rubbing her head. 

“Andy, watch out!” screamed Charlie, seeing the poisonous spikes. 

Kelly, possessed by her desire to obliterate one of the many people 
who’d hurt her over the recent days, didn’t comprehend either of them. She 
pursued Prowl like nobody else was there. Charlie sprang up and ran toward 
them, trying to knock Kelly down, trying to keep her away from Andy, but 
that only made things worse. Kelly spun around from the impact, righted 
herself, and slammed her foot blindly backward, connecting. 

Everyone cringed. They waited for the leopard man’s scream of pain. 

It came, loud and piercing. He fell to the ground, letting go of Andy. 

But then Andy fell, too. He made a small muffled cry before his eyes 
rolled back in his head and he passed out. 

Charlie stared at him as she realized what had just happened. “No! You 
hit Andy too!” She dived to the ground at his side while her mother 
struggled to get to them. 

“Andy!” Charlie sobbed, touching his cheek. “Wake up, Andy!” But her 
brother was limp and lifeless. She cried his name again, tears pouring down 
her face. Maria helped Charlie’s mother up so she could go to him. Miko 
pulled Prowl away from them all, toward the door. Mrs. Wilde took Andy 
and cradled him, checking him over. 

Charlie got up and turned angrily. “Kelly!” she screamed. “Look what 
you did! What’s wrong with you? I hate you!” 


Kelly stood frozen, the predatory look on her face draining away. She 
glanced at Miko and took a step toward the door. 

Miko left Prowl, screaming and paralyzed, and reached out to Kelly. 
“Are you okay?” 

Kelly jumped at the touch and took a step back. “I didn’t mean to hurt 
Andy,” she said, her voice wavering. “I just . . . I get so angry. And I keep 
hurting... people... .” 

Maria turned sharply to Kelly and said quietly, “We know you didn’t 
mean it. It’s going to be okay. If you take the device off, all of this will stop. 
It'll all go back to normal.” 

“Give it to her!” Charlie said, her voice ragged. “You’re dangerous!” 

Kelly’s eyes widened. She looked at the device. Then she shook her 
head. “I can’t give it back.” She blinked, then said, “I can’t go back to being 
normal again.” 

“What are you talking about?” said Maria. 

Miko turned to Kelly. “We get it,” she said. “You’re special now, like 
us. You’re better than other people.” 

Kelly’s bloodshot eyes narrowed, filled with confusion. She turned to 
Charlie accusingly. “Why should you get to keep your bracelets and not 
me?” 

“Kelly!” Charlie said, her voice thick and gravelly with tears. “Please.” 

“You want to be more powerful than me,” Kelly said. She began 
shaking. “You turned on me—even you, Maria. And now you all want me 
to go back to normal while you stay special?” 

Maria and Mac exchanged a horrified glance. “Kelly,” began Maria. She 
stepped toward the girl but didn’t get too close. Kelly’s spurs were still 
activated, and no one dared get too near her—they didn’t know if she’d go 
primal again. 

Kelly backed away. She reached to cradle the device on her wrist, then 
looked at Miko again, who was moving toward Prowl and the door. 

Miko caught her glance. “We can protect you, too, you know,” said 
Miko softly. “We don’t hate you, Kelly.” She paused, then added, “We’re 
your fans. All of us watched you on LIVE, TONIGHT. You were amazing. 
That’s why Dr. Gray sent the soldiers out to find you. He wants you for our 
team.” 


Kelly glanced at her. “Really? But . . . what about Prowl? He’s not 
going to like me much now.” 

“Prowl will be fine. He knows you didn’t intend to hurt anybody.” 

“Don’t listen to her,” Maria warned. “We don’t hate you. Charlie didn’t 
mean it.” 

Charlie flashed a burning look at Maria, but she was wise enough to 
stay quiet. She looked miserably at her limp, silent brother as her mother 
worked on him, and the rage at Kelly churned inside her again. “Just . . . do 
something!” Charlie cried. “Go, if you’re going to go. I don’t care! We have 
to get help for Andy.” 

“But we want you to stay,” said Maria firmly. She put her hand on 
Charlie’s shoulder. 

Kelly faltered, and a pained expression came over her face. “No you 
don’t,” she said quietly. “I know pretty well by now when I’m not wanted.” 

“Let’s go,” said Miko softly. She moved toward the door. Without 
taking her eyes off the others, she carefully picked up one of Prowl’s arms 
and dragged him over the tile. “Help me with Prowl, will you? Then maybe 
we can see about creating a slick bodysuit that'll work with your camo. One 
of the other soldiers has one already. It’s very cool.” 

Kelly looked at her. 

“Kelly,” said Maria, her voice filled with worry. “Come on. They’re the 
bad guys! They could hurt you!” 

Kelly looked at Maria, then at Charlie, then Andy. She winced and 
turned away. “Maybe I’m not good either,” she said. “And I’m already hurt 
—you just can’t see it. So. I’ve got nothing to lose. But at least I don’t have 
to sit here and watch Charlie glare at me like that for who knows how 
long.” She hesitated in the silence, then bent and grabbed Prowl’s other 
arm. Together she and Miko pulled the leopard man out into the hallway. 

Maria ran after them to the door, but Mac stopped her. “No, Maria. 
We’re done. Enough for now.” 

Mrs. Wilde got up quickly, lifting Andy in her arms. “Charlie, do you 
still have the key I gave you? Get this door open and grab me a blanket! 
He’s in shock and he’s not breathing well. I think . . .” She gulped down a 
sob. “I’m worried we’re going to lose him.” 


CHAPTER 41 
From Generation to Regeneration 


Charlie found her key and unlocked the door. She ran for blankets as Mrs. 
Wilde carried Andy inside. Mac and Maria followed and hurried to free the 
scientists, finding Ms. Sabbith tied up with the others. They filled in the 
kids on what had happened while they set them free. 

While Maria fielded questions, Mac went for his iPad. He started typing 
madly. 

Mr. Wilde limped over to see Andy and assist his wife. “Should I call an 
ambulance?” he asked. 

Mrs. Wilde looked flustered in her professional role for the first time. 
“There’s not enough time. If I can get him stabilized . . .” She turned and 
shouted, “Mac! Look up antidotes for platypus venom!” 

“Already on it!” said Mac, typing frantically. After a moment he looked 
up. “There’s no known antidote!” he shouted back. 

“That’s what I was afraid of.” She shook her head and blew out a 
breath. “He’s just so small for such powerful poison. We sat there wasting 
time... .” 

Charlie paced nearby. She looked at her bracelet. If only she could give 
Andy her healing power! But even if she could, it wouldn’t work on 
him. . . . She froze, mid-thought. Then she turned to her father. “Dad, 
what’s the ID Number for the Mark Five? To deactivate Defense Mode? It’s 
stuck on my arm.” 

“I... I don’t remember off the top of my head—it’s been years. I’d 
need my computer, but Dr. Gray has it.” 

“Mom, where’s that Talos Global envelope?” 

“I dropped it in the reception area.” 


Charlie ran out and gathered up the papers. She returned with the mess, 
spreading it out on a table. “Everyone! Help!” 

“What are we looking for?” asked Maria, running to her side. 

“The ID Number to take this thing off so I can put it on Andy. I know it 
was in here—I saw it before Kelly took everything.” 

“That’s brilliant, Charlie,” said Mr. Wilde. “Andy has my DNA too.” 

Mac joined them and Drs. Goldstein and Sharma and Ms. Sabbith came 
over to help. They picked up several pages at a time, everybody looking 
quickly and carefully through them. They were all out of order and many 
had wrinkles and stains. 

They searched frantically for several minutes until finally Maria stopped 
and lifted a page. She stared intently at it. “I’ve got it!” she cried. 

Charlie dropped her papers and started clicking rapidly on her bracelet’s 
buttons, fingers fumbling and going to the wrong screen. “Mac, my fingers 
won’t work,” she said, desperate. She held out her arm in front of him. 

Mac leaned over it. After all his time trying to figure out the Mark 
Five’s ID Number, he knew Charlie’s device almost better than she did. 

“Okay, go,” said Mac. He held his fingers poised. 

Maria read off the eight-digit code. Mac entered it. 

“Hang on, Mom!” shouted Charlie. “I’m coming!” 

After Mac entered the last digit he pushed the OK button. They all 
stared, waiting to see what would happen. DEFENSE MODE 
DEACTIVATED flashed three times before going to the home screen. 

“Yes!” The clasp came apart easily. Charlie ran over to her parents and 
squeezed in between them. Then she put the device on Andy’s wrist, 
fastened it, and slid it up his arm until it was tight against his skin. “Please 
work. Please work,” she breathed. The device went through a series of 
screens, as if recognizing a new wearer, then an attempt to match DNA. 

“Hurry,” Charlie begged. 

After a moment the screen read: MATCH SUCCESSFUL. DEVICE 
RESET. POWERS READY TO ACTIVATE. It went back to the animal 
screen, and Charlie saw that the starfish was lit up, animated, and turning 
pink, pulsing with life. 

“Tt’s working!” said Charlie. 

“Its working,” echoed Mr. Wilde, as if he couldn’t believe after all 
these years that he’d see his invention save his own child. 


Charlie hugged his shoulders, then lifted her shirtsleeves and showed 
him where Prowl had dug into her earlier that day. Only a few lines 
remained—traces of scars. “See how fast it works? Plus, I got bit by that 
snake soldier today, too. I’m almost totally fine now.” She looked at her 
mother. “How is he? Any better yet?” 

“His blood pressure is coming back up,” Mrs. Wilde said. “His 
breathing is good.” She broke down, covered her face with her hand, and 
sobbed for a moment, then tried to pull it together. 

Within minutes Andy’s eyelids fluttered. He grimaced and groaned. 
“My leg hurts so bad.” 

“I know, honey,” said Mrs. Wilde. “It’ll feel better soon. Charlie gave 
you her bracelet so you can heal superfast.” 

“She did?” Andy blinked a couple times, then lifted his arm weakly to 
look at it. “Cool,” he said with a smile. Then he closed his eyes and slept. 


CHAPTER 42 
Cleaning Up 


“Hey,” said Charlie, coming over to the surveillance area where Ms. 
Sabbith and Mac sat looking over the footage. “Prowl didn’t steal the 
laptop? That’s surprising.” 

“They left the equipment alone because they were using our cameras to 
keep track of all of you,” said Ms. Sabbith. “When they noticed you coming 
back faster than they expected—” 

“Because we busted out of a freaking bank vault,” Mac said proudly. 

“Right,” said Ms. Sabbith with a sly grin. “Anyway, they panicked and 
grabbed Andy as a hostage so they could make it out of here. I think our 
hearts all stopped beating at that point. Certainly your dad’s did. He was a 
mess.” 

Charlie imagined it and nodded gravely. “But what about Dr. Gray?” 

“He’s gone. Took his equipment and got away in the van. He didn’t 
even wait for Miko and Prowl to come back with Kelly. Looks like Cyke 
returned for them later.” 

“Maybe he’ll leave us alone for a while, then,” said Maria, joining 
them. She looked at Ms. Sabbith. “I don’t suppose you have the stuff... ,” 
she began, and trailed off with a cringe. 

Ms. Sabbith smiled. “I’ve got everything we need. And now we have 
the scientists to start working on it.” 

Maria looked up. “Do you really think they can fix me?” 

“Positive. We’ ll get you back to normal if it’s the last thing I do.” 

Maria cracked a smile. “Thanks. That means a lot.” She looked at Mac 
and Charlie, and then a look of alarm came over her face as if she 
remembered something important. “Did you tell everyone what Dr. Gray 
said in the vault?” 


“What did he say?” asked Ms. Sabbith. She glanced at Dr. Sharma, who 
looked up from her desk nearby. 

With all the excitement of breaking out of the vault and fighting the 
soldiers over Kelly and Andy’s near-death experience, Charlie had forgotten 
Dr. Gray’s chilling plan. Her stomach twisted. “He told us he has everything 
he needs to take the next step in his plan,” she said. “Once he figures out 
the perfect chimera combination for his soldiers he’s going to turn everyone 
into chimeras.” 

Dr. Sharma stood up, alarmed. “Everyone?” 

“That’s what he said. The whole world.” 

The biologist stared at Charlie, shaking her head slightly as though she 
couldn’t believe it. “This is extremely alarming. Jack, Charles, are you 
hearing this?” 

They came over. Dr. Sharma filled them in. 

“He said something about mass production, too,” added Maria. 

“This is devastating,” said Mr. Wilde, sinking into a chair. 

“We can’t let him succeed,” said Dr. Goldstein gravely. “It’ll be the end 
of humanity.” 

“We have to stop him,” said Dr. Sharma. “Civilization depends on it.” 

Charlie felt the weight of the matter like a brick in the pit of her 
stomach. The scientists weren’t joking around—they were truly scared 
about what Dr. Gray was capable of. She looked at her friends. Did this 
mean what she thought it meant? That this nightmare wasn’t over? 

“Are we going to be okay?” asked Mac, his face awash in fear. 

Dr. Sharma looked at him, and her face softened. “Of course we are,” 
she assured him. “He has a lot of work ahead of him before he can succeed 
with this, and we’re going to stop him before anything happens. I don’t 
want you kids to be afraid.” As the three scientists talked about their 
options, Charlie and her friends sat quietly, listening. When there was a lull, 
Charlie touched her dad’s sleeve. “Where do you think Dr. Gray went?” 

“T don’t know, but we’re going to find him.” 

“I gave Ms. Sabbith the license plate number of the van the other day,” 
said Charlie. “Do you think that will help?” 

“Pm already working on that,” Ms. Sabbith called out, not looking up. 

Dr. Wilde looked surprised. “Great job getting it, Charlie. That was 
smart.” He paused, deep in thought, then went on. “You really shocked 


Gray and the soldiers with how powerful you are. But now they’re going to 
regroup and grow stronger with the information they have and the new 
technology we created for them. And I’m sure he expects us to try to stop 
him.” 

“He has Kelly now, too,” Dr. Goldstein pointed out. “She knows things 
about all of you. I imagine Victor will try to pull information from her to 
see if he can figure out your vulnerabilities. He’s gone mad, but he’s not 
stupid.” 

“Kelly knows plenty about us,” Charlie said. 

“And she has the Mark Four,” Mac reminded them all. “So Dr. Gray has 
access to that bracelet if he needs it for the technology or to test her abilities 
to help decide on the perfect chimera combination.” 

He turned to Dr. Sharma. “That device has three abilities, right, Dr. 
Sharma?” 

Dr. Sharma pulled away from her notes. “Correct.” 

“Which animals?” asked Mac, sitting up straighter. 

“Dolphin—swimming, not echolocation like Charlie has with the bat.” 

“Well, I had,” said Charlie, looking at her empty wrist, but the others 
didn’t notice. 

Mac nodded. “We knew that one. What else?” 

“Platypus.” 

“Yup,” said Mac. “We got that one right. What’s the third one? It’s not a 
chameleon, I’m sure of it.” 

Despite the severity of the situation Dr. Sharma’s tired eyes smiled at 
Mac’s enthusiasm for animals. “It’s another water creature.” 

“Ooh,” said Maria. “You used all water creatures? That’s cool.” 

Mac was typing furiously, trying to figure out which water creatures had 
camouflage abilities. He landed on a page, studied it, and looked up. 
“Cuttlefish?” he said. 

Dr. Sharma nodded. “That’s right. You should see all the things the 
cuttlefish can do. It’s an intensely amazing animal.” She shook her head 
regretfully. “I wish I’d questioned Kelly a little more thoroughly when she 
said she’d thrown the Mark Four away. I might have it back now—and she 
might be safe at home. Things could have gone so differently.” 

Mac looked up. “I’m sorry Kelly did that. Your device sounds really 
great.” 


Dr. Sharma smiled. “Thanks.” She loaded what remained of her files 
into a box. “I had tons of notes on this animal in particular in that Project 
Chimera folder envelope. You can read them sometime if you’re 
interested.” 

After a while Charlie’s mom appeared. “Andy’s doing much better. 
Where do we go from here? Do we need to leave?” 

“This building? I doubt they’re coming back here. They have everything 
they need from us.” 

“I mean...” Mrs. Wilde’s eyes flitted to the kids, then back to her 
husband. “Do we need to go after them? Or hide from them? Do we need to 
leave ... Arizona?” 

Everyone was silent. Charlie’s heart plummeted. The thought had never 
occurred to her. Surely they wouldn’t have to move away. 

Mr. Wilde looked at the other biologists. “I don’t know,” he admitted 
finally. “We might. It depends on what they do.” 

“Dad,” said Charlie, “you can’t be serious.” She looked at her friends, 
who stared back at her in shock. Charlie had grown closer to Mac and 
Maria than any other friends she’d ever had—even Amari. And that was 
saying a lot. Plus, they needed them—if Charlie had to move, Maria and 
Mac had to come too. 

“I don’t know,” Mr. Wilde repeated. “I think we’re safe here for now. 
Dr. Gray is preoccupied with other things at the moment. He’s going to 
have to regroup and reestablish himself somewhere too, and finish 
experimenting to find the perfect combination for his chimera. He won’t 
quit. And he knows we know a lot about him and his plans.” 

“There’s a lot we have to consider,” said Dr. Sharma. “Gray is much 
closer to his goal. Unfortunately we’ve done a good deal of the hard work 
for him. And like we talked about earlier, he has Kelly now, and she’s as 
unpredictable as they come. I have no idea what she’s capable of.” 

“Maybe Kelly won’t stay with them,” said Maria, troubled. “I bet she’ Il 
come to her senses and just go home. I hope so, anyway.” 

There was a quiet moment where everyone hoped the same. 

Dr. Goldstein, who’d been mostly silent, spoke. “Either way, Gray’s 
next move is bound to be huge. We have to prepare for that. And there’s one 
thing I do know. We can’t beat them without the kids. So Charlie, you’re 


going to have to get that device back from your brother when he’s done 
with it.” 

“Yes sir,” said Charlie with a small smile. 

“Actually,” said Mr. Wilde, “I don’t think I will give it back to you, 
Charlie.” 

Charlie’s face fell. “B-b-but Dad,” she sputtered. “Why? I mean .. . I 
know it’s your device and all, but it’s, like . . . my destiny! I want to fight 
Dr. Gray! I want to stop him! I was just getting started—and what about my 
friends? They need me. This isn’t fair!” 

Mr. Wilde’s mouth hinted at a smile. He fished into his pocket and 
pulled out a half-finished, shiny new device, even slimmer and more 
streamlined than the Mark Five, with a larger screen and more buttons. He 
held it out for Charlie and the others to see. “I’ve got some work to do on 
the guts of it,” he said, “but that shouldn’t take long. I give you the new and 
improved Mark Six.” He handed it to Charlie. “Otherwise known as... 
yours.” 


CHAPTER 43 
A Stronger Team 


& A Mark Six?” cried Charlie. “For me?” She high-fived Mac and then 
glanced guiltily at Maria, who was struggling to smile. Little loose beard 
hairs still stuck to her shirt. Her prognosis was good according to Ms. 
Sabbith, but Charlie would still feel uneasy until she heard a definite 
solution from the scientists. Charlie looked earnestly at her father. “Dr. 
Sharma said you all might be able to do something about Maria’s physical 
changes. Can you?” 

Mr. Wilde opened his mouth to answer, but then he closed it, narrowed 
his eyes, and pointed at the cardinal cam. A soldier was slipping across the 
street toward their building. 

“Miko?” asked Mrs. Wilde, her face worried. 

“No, it’s Zed,” said Charlie, detecting her smooth, catlike gait. 

“What does she want?” muttered Dr. Goldstein. “Did they leave her 
behind? I thought they were all gone by now.” 

“She’s been kind to us,” said Dr. Sharma. “Maybe she needs help.” 

“She was nice to us, too,” Maria said. “In the end, anyway.” 

Dr. Sharma furrowed her brow. “Maybe . .. maybe she stayed behind on 
purpose.” 

“He’ll hunt her down,” murmured Mr. Wilde. “She’s one of his most 
valuable soldiers.” 

“Do you trust her?” Mrs. Wilde asked them. 

“All I know,” said Mr. Wilde, “is that she caught me working on the 
secret device and didn’t turn me in. And she’s protected us more than once. 
So I think... maybe... yes. We should at least see what she wants.” 

“All right,” said Mrs. Wilde. “If she’s coming in peace, you can bring 
her up here. Mac and Maria, go with Charles to protect him, just in case. 


Charlie, don’t forget you’re not wearing a device at the moment, okay? Stay 
clear in case we have a problem, because there are a lot of soldiers who 
would love to take you out when you’re powerless, after what you did to 
them.” 

“Yes, Mom,” said Charlie, feeling lost without her device now. 

Mr. Wilde, Maria, and Mac went down to the entrance of the building, 
leaving Charlie and the others to wait anxiously for information. Several 
minutes later they returned with Zed. Mac had his protective suit on, but his 
claws weren’t out. They marched her into the room. 

“She wants to talk to all of us,” said Mr. Wilde. They gathered around. 

“Thank you for seeing me,” Zed said. And then slowly she pulled off 
her goggles and used her fingernail claws to lift the facial portion of her 
bodysuit. She pulled it off and shook like a cat. On her head was thick, 
black cat hair, shiny like a panther’s. Her ears came to a point and her nose 
was shaped like a cat’s. Unlike Prowl, her deep brown facial skin was free 
of any sort of fur, but she had a set of long whiskers that twitched. She was 
beautiful. 

The woman looked straight at the biologists. “Do you recognize me?” 
she asked hesitantly. “It’s good to see you again.” 

Dr. Sharma squinted at the soldier. “Nubia?” she cried. “What on 
earth?” 

Jack stared. “Nubia,” he said. “I—I don’t know what to say. I didn’t 
realize . .. What has Gray done to you?” 

From near the partition Charlie stared. It wasn’t too weird to see an 
animal-person hybrid anymore, especially since Maria had become one, but 
this was a bit of a shock. Apparently Zed was the missing Dr. Nubia 
Jakande. 

Maria’s eye’s widened. 

“Yes, that’s me,” said Nubia. “This is where I’ve been for some time.” 

“Willingly?” asked Dr. Goldstein, his critical gaze nearly boring a hole 
in the soldier. 

“Yes,” said Nubia again. “I believed in Dr. Gray’s plan in the beginning. 
I offered to be his first test subject.” She lifted her chin. “But I don’t 
support him anymore.” 

Mr. Wilde pulled up a chair for their visitor, and she perched on the 
edge of it, seeming a bit uncomfortable now that everyone was staring at 


her. 


“Why are you here?” Dr. Sharma asked. 








“I want to join your side if you’!l have me. I understand if you won’t.” 

“Why now?” 

“Tve wanted to escape for a while. This was the only time I could get 
away without Victor coming after me. With everyone scattered and the lab 
in chaos, I took my chance and hid while they were rounding up soldiers. 
All those eyes watching—there was never an opportunity before now.” 

“Do you know where Dr. Gray is going?” 

“No—not yet, anyway. I might have a way to find out. I can’t speak 
about that yet, though.” 

Dr. Sharma narrowed her eyes. “How can we trust you?” 

“You know me, Quinn. What Dr. Gray told the kids in the vault today— 
I was around the comer, listening. I didn’t know any of that! Changing 
everyone in the world to chimeras? Against their will? You know I 
wouldn’t want that. I didn’t realize what Gray had become. I guess .. . I 
guess I was too close to see it. When he asked me to join him, I had no idea 
what his grand goals were. I should have seen it, but I was tempted by the 
offer—since our original project was shut down before human trials began, 
I was excited to experience the results of all of our work.” She paused and 
said softer, “Once he changed my DNA, I couldn’t go back to my old life. I 
gave it all up for this.” 

She hung her head. “Now that I’ve left him, I can’t return. I took the 
chance, anyway. My life,” she said, sweeping a hand over her suited body, 
“is possibly ruined forever. Will you let me help you stop him? May I join 
your side?” 

The other biologists grilled the cat woman for a long time. She 
answered everything without hesitation, and finally the doctors conferred. 

“We’d like to have you join us,” Dr. Wilde said finally. “We could 
certainly use your help.” 

“Thank you,” said Nubia with a breath of relief. She turned and looked 
around. “And now I should apologize to the kids.” She spied Charlie 


standing back by the partition. 

Charlie stepped forward and joined Maria and Mac, keeping her hands 
clasped behind her back to hide her bare wrist, just in case this scientist was 
bluffing and was about to attack. Charlie didn’t trust anybody anymore. 

“Tm sorry for fighting against you,” said Dr. Jakande. “I hated doing 
that. I will never hurt any of you again. I promise you that.” 

“Tm sorry for kicking your butt,” said Charlie. Mac snorted and Maria 
nodded. 

Nubia laughed softly. “Yes, you did do that. Very competently, I might 
add.” She paused, looking at the kids. “All right. Is all forgiven? Can you 
work with me?” 

Charlie and the others nodded. She found herself smiling and thinking 
she was going to like the new member of their team. “Just one more thing,” 
she said, glancing at Maria, who’d remained wide-eyed and hopeful since 
Dr. Jakande’s identity had been revealed. 

“What is it?” 

“Since you made the Mark Two, do you know of a way to reverse the 
effects and fix my friend, Maria, so she stops turning into a weremonkey? 
It’s wrecking her social life pretty badly.” 

This time Nubia let out a hearty laugh. “As a matter of fact, I’ve been 
secretly working on something similar for myself for months to see if I can 
undo what Dr. Gray’s Mark One did to me.” She opened a pouch on her suit 
and pulled out some components. “With a little help from my colleagues, it 
won’t take long to finish.” 

Maria grinned. “That’s fantastic!” 

Dr. Jakande placed a hand gently on Maria’s shoulder, her clawed 
fingernails retracted. “And maybe we can alter your device to make it so 
you can turn it on and off, like with the Mark Three. That way you can still 
use it to fight Dr. Gray, because you’ve become really skilled with it. Sound 
good?” 

Maria’s face flooded with relief. “That would be amazing.” 


CHAPTER 44 
A Disappearing Act 


Reality returned to Charlie and her friends. They packed up everything 
that night and went home. Nubia and the other scientists started their search 
for a new location to set up a lab, and the other kids went to their respective 
homes, feeling relief for the first time in nearly two weeks. The next day, 
Sunday, the three hung out in Maria’s shed in her backyard and speculated 
about Kelly. 

“She hasn’t responded to any of my text messages since yesterday,” 
Maria said. 

“Mine either,” said Mac. 

“I told her that Andy was okay and that I didn’t hate her,” said Charlie. 
“She didn’t answer that one either.” 

Despite that, Maria seemed certain Kelly would come to her senses and 
go home. “Pll bet you five bucks we’ ll see her in school tomorrow,” Maria 
said. “With soccer practice and auditions for The Sound of Music, there’s no 
way she’ll miss it. Her fans will demand it. Trust me.” 

“I think she has new fans now,” said Charlie, feeling a bit glum. 
Somehow she knew that they might never see Kelly again. 


On Monday morning Maria, Mac, and Charlie met up in front of school and 
headed toward the math building for first period. As they went, they 
overheard various students conversing about Kelly and her new fame. Even 
Vanessa didn’t scold Charlie and Maria for missing the soccer scrimmage 
on Saturday—she only had Kelly to gush over. The three friends didn’t join 
in. Instead, they scoured the campus, looking for her. Just as they were 
about to enter the math building, Maria spotted Kelly talking to Mr. 
Anderson outside the theater building. Maria squinted, then pointed her out 


to Charlie and Mac. “There she is,” said Maria under her breath. “Told you. 
Five bucks, please.” 

“Do you see that?” Charlie said, looking closely at her. “Are my eyes 
going crazy or is she, like, pulsating with weird colors?” 

“T see it,” said Mac. “Is her camouflage acting up or something? That 
doesn’t seem right.” 

“I have no idea,” said Charlie. They watched for a moment, and then 
Kelly stopped pulsating and started heading down the footpath away from 
school. She broke into a jog, her bright blond hair bouncing against her 
back. 

“Why is she running in that direction?” asked Mac. 

“Maybe she forgot something,” said Maria. 

“If she did, she’s going to be late,” said Mac. 

Kelly didn’t make it back in time for first period. 

She didn’t show up for second period either. Or third. Or fourth. 

She wasn’t at lunch. And not one teacher mentioned her. 

By the time theater class rolled around, Charlie approached Mr. 
Anderson before the bell rang. He was looking over a script as the students 
filed in. 

“Hi there, Mr. A.,” she said. 

“Good afternoon, Ms. Wilde,” he said. “Did you find that thing you 
were looking for before the break?” 

“Uh, yeah, thanks. I was just wondering if you’ve seen Kelly or if you 
know why she’s not here today.” 

Mr. Anderson didn’t look up from the script. “What’s that? Who?” 

“Kelly. You know—Kelly Parker. Have you seen her?” 

Mr. Anderson glanced up at Charlie, confused. His eyes had a glazed 
look that Charlie had never seen before. “We don’t have a student here by 
that name, do we?” 

The bell rang. Mr. Anderson put down the script and stood up, clapping 
his hands to get everyone’s attention. 

Charlie stared at him, dumbfounded. It was like he’d been hypnotized. 
He’d forgotten who Kelly Parker was—his favorite student—and he’d just 
talked to her earlier that day. Either he’d lost his memory or all of that 
pulsating with weird colors meant Kelly had a fourth ability that nobody 
else knew about—not even Dr. Sharma. An ability to make him forget. And 


if Kelly could use it on Mr. A, she could use it on anybody. Had she done it 
to her parents to keep them from searching for her? Her other teachers and 
friends? 

What if she could make people forget other things—like the fact that 
Dr. Gray was going to turn everyone into chimeras? 

It was the most frightening thing Charlie could imagine. 

She whirled around and clutched her throat, trying not to freak out. 
Then she ran full speed out of the theater to find her friends and family— 
she had to make sure Kelly hadn’t found them first. 
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